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Abstract 
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Abstract 
 
 
This thesis takes its starting point in my reflections of fieldwork experiences. In Thailand I 
carried out fieldwork for a development organisation as part of a development project. 
Another fieldwork was carried out in El Salvador as part of my university studies. These 
experiences opened up for an array of ethical questions relating to the epistemology and 
methodology involved, which made me search for approaches to fieldwork that deal with the 
ethical questions. Feminist epistemology and methodology have offered some approaches that 
take these questions into account, which raise the analytical question: What approaches to 
fieldwork have feminists proposed to deal with the ethical questions raised by fieldwork? How 
do their theoretical understandings inform my own reflections? 
The influence of the context of my fieldwork is explored by means of the question: How do a 
‘Third World’ setting and the context of a ‘development intervention’ influence the ethical 
questions raised by fieldwork?  
 
The journey into my reflections make me stopover at David Mosse’s ethnography of aid 
before I venture into feminist geographers’ reflections and theoretical understandings and 
Donna Haraway’s epistemological framework. Feminist approaches that argue for reflexivity 
to make power relations known; the role of supplicant; and the ‘insider’ status of women 
towards other women, are criticized in the personal narratives of the chosen feminist 
geographers. Their contributions open my reflections to alternative understandings of the 
involved theoretical notions of ‘the field’, ‘power’, ‘positionality’, and ‘insider / outsider’ 
relations: That we operate in ‘spaces of betweenness’ as multidimensional subjects and this is 
our basis for acting and choosing our political commitment, for which we must be held 
responsible. This is also our basis for acting ethically. 
  2
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Chapter 1  
Reflecting fieldwork encounters 
 
 
Prologue 
This thesis is my reflection of fieldwork encounters. Encounters that reflected some central 
questions regarding the ethics of doing fieldwork. Ethics as the responsibility towards others 
calling for an introspect view of personal conduct and visions about the world and the spaces 
in which to act. I am on target here, my vision shows the path of my thinking and acting. But I 
am inherently part of a larger context, the spaces in which I find myself in the field, 
interacting, negotiating, in ongoing dialogue. 
 
It is my personal narrative and it is the personal narratives of the scholars I let speak through 
me. My own narrative develops through them, as an ongoing dialogue. My understanding and 
vision is directed by their notions, in theoretical discussions. These pave new visions, my 
outlook is changed, evolving in the dialogue. 
 
My narrative takes its starting point in my fieldwork encounters in Thailand and El Salvador. 
These were lived experiences, felt and tasted, in all their chaotic splendour. At a very practical 
level, they reflected some basic ethical questions back at me regarding the epistemologies and 
methodologies involved in the conduct of fieldwork: How do I make legitimate and valid 
knowledge claims about other peoples lives? How can I avoid the possible exploitation of 
participants1 in the conduct of fieldwork? What do I actually give fieldwork participants in 
return?  
 
These unanswered questions have made me search for some approaches to fieldwork that deal 
with the ethics of fieldwork. I have chosen to reflect my questions in writings of feminist 
geographers and Donna Haraway 2 , to see where I move on from there: 
 
                                                 
1 Throughout my analysis I use the term ‘participants’ to describe the group of local people who are involved in 
fieldwork, either by direct participation as informants or as members of the local community being investigated.  
 
2 The ‘dialogue’ with feminist writings has also inspired my way of writing and presenting this thesis: Donna 
Haraway’s very literary writing style of metaphors, images and narrative strategies, seeing ‘scientific practice’ as 
a ‘story-telling practice’ (Haraway 1989: 4, in Lykke et al. 2000b: 53) and her call for ‘responsible’, ‘situated’ 
and ‘embodied’ knowledge claims connected to the eyes that see. This also made me decide to present my face 
to the reader on the backside of this thesis – a feature that makes it easier not to loose the writer out of sight. The 
use of a narrative style, speaking from the position of ‘I’, also aids the situating of knowledge, and is favoured by 
feminist writers.  
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What approaches to fieldwork have feminists proposed to deal with the ethical questions 
raised by fieldwork? 
How do their theoretical understandings inform my own reflections? 
 
‘Fieldwork’ is often read as a very practical arrangement to collect ‘data’ for research and the 
questions raised can be read as directed at the practical level. My own questions took their 
starting point at this practical level of fieldwork. But from there they move to a theoretical 
level.  
 
My own fieldwork experiences and most of the other examples included, all took place in a 
‘Third World’3 setting; one of my experiences even within the context of a development 
intervention4. The influence of the specific context of my fieldwork was not the first thing that 
came into mind when I began my reflection. I saw the ethical questions raised, as general 
questions relating to all kinds of fieldwork experiences. But the mix of fieldwork with a 
development intervention in a ‘Third World’ context kept reappearing with questions about 
the influence of this specific context. It called for an elaborative question: 
 
How do a ‘Third World’ setting and the context of a ‘development intervention’ influence the 
ethical questions raised by fieldwork? 
 
I would like to start my narrative in Thailand, inside the development intervention context. 
For my internship at International Development Studies I had been assigned for a three 
months internship by a Danish NGO and its Thai counterpart for a task at their development 
project in Northern Thailand. I was supposed to carry out fieldwork in selected villages and 
deliver a report to the development organisation5 on my findings. 
 
                                                 
3 The term ‘Third World’ is commomly applied to describe the nations outside the capitalist industrial nations of 
the ‘First World’ and the industrialized Communist nations of the ‘Second World’, or as defined by Alfred 
Sauvy, who coined the term: a world which is “excluded from its proper role in the world by two other worlds” 
(Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 129). I use this term reluctantly since it suggests a ‘homogeneity’ of ‘Third World’ 
countries and reinforces a distance and hierarchy between the so-called ‘First world’ and ‘Third World’. 
However, I find no suitable substitute for the term after many years of study at ‘International development 
studies’ dealing with ‘development’ in the ‘Third World’. See e.g. Escobar (1995) and Ferguson (1994) for 
critical voices of this construction of the ‘Third World’ and ‘development’. 
4 By ‘development intervention’ I refer to the approach used by international or local development organisations, 
where ‘development’, in terms of solving societal or environmental problems, is sought out by implementing a 
‘systematic and well-defined change process’. This manifests in the execution of development projects. (Inspired 
by http://www.aseansec.org/14420.htm)  
5 The development organisation I worked with was CARE. However, I do not regard my fieldwork experience 
with this specific development organisation as outstanding in a general context of development interventions, 
since the same kind of framework could have been provided by most other development organisations. To 
emphasise this I refer to CARE as ‘the development organisation’. 
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Fieldwork of development 
Development language introduced 
I was assigned to do a gender study on a ‘collaborative natural resource management project’ 
in a rural area of North western Thailand; the Mae Chaem district in Chiang Mai province. 
The project’s overall objective was to improve the “conservation and sustainable use of 
natural resources in the area through institutional building strategies and approaches for 
strengthening the capacity of local community and administrative organisations” (CNRM 
1999: 3). My terms of reference given by the development organisation were to “Analyse the 
practical and strategic needs of the women participants in the project. Describe the 
mechanisms through which women are able to vocalize their needs and priorities” (Pedersen 
2003: 4). The task was later extended to include an analysis of gender relations, an 
assessment of the benefits of the women’s groups, or rather: the ‘housewives’ groups, in the 
villages and the effect of income generating activities created by the development 
organisation.  
 
The range of buzz-words is inexhaustible in this description of my internship. But this 
rhetoric marks very well the framework of my experience, which I will return to in chapter 2.  
 
The ‘gender’ toolkit 
The first 3 weeks of my internship were used for preparations in Chiang Mai; finding a Thai 
interpreter and making the outline of my methods and interview guide. For the 
methodological part I used material from different development organisations, ranging from 
the World Bank to the Danish women’s NGO KULU, on how to do a ‘gender analysis’ of 
development projects. These spelled out that I should be concerned with: “the collection of 
gender segregated data”, “analyse women’s practical and strategic needs”, “make a ‘resource 
profile’, which consists of a description of the resources men and women have access to or 
control over”, and “make an ‘activity profile’ which consists of a description of the division 
of work between men and women within productive-, reproductive- and community related 
activities” (Pedersen 2003: 7, from Ibis 1997 and KULU 1999, see also World Bank 2001). 
My chosen field methods were semi-structured individual and group interviews, the PRA 
method ‘institutional mapping’, participation in meetings and daily activities, and informal 
conversation.  
 
Setting the framework – setting the outcome? 
In my first meetings with the development organisation it became clear that they had assigned 
me to the task because they wanted some documentation of the effects of some of their project 
activities: the women’s groups they had supported in some of the villages and their income 
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generating activities for women. They wanted input on how to strengthen women’s 
participation in the project and a strategy of women’s empowerment in natural resource 
management. Because of the project area’s diversity of ethnic groups the organisation asked 
for comparable data from each of the five ethnic groups in their target communities: Thai, 
Karen, Hmong, Lua and Lisu. At first they wanted me to analyse all five ethnic groups, 
spending three days in each community! But I objected since I found it impossible to get to 
know anything in just three days, and we ended up with a compromise of three different 
ethnic groups (Thai, Karen, Hmong), spending five days in each community. The three 
villages were selected by the organisation on the basis that they were three ethnically distinct 
villages where the organisation had supported the housewives’ groups, and where the women 
were ‘active’, which was not defined specifically. 
 
It was clear, that the development organisation expected some data and conclusions they 
could use directly at a practical level within their project frame and target area. My focus on 
finding some useful data in the villages became kind of a guiding principle. The frame for my 
fieldwork in the villages was formed by the organisation’s expectations, timeframe, selection 
of villages, terms and buzz-words. My data had to fit into the framework I had been given by 
the development organisation, in order to make my report of use to them.  
Being set within this framework, was the outcome of my fieldwork almost given beforehand? 
 
The voiceless fieldworker 
“Hello. My name is Marianne. I come from Denmark. I am doing a study about gender”.  
This sentence was the only one I learned by heart in Thai, except for the essential vocabulary 
to be able to order food and ask for the toilet. The word ‘gender’ does not exist in the Thai 
language and therefore the Thai development organisation was using ‘gender’ as a loanword. 
This probably made the word incomprehensible in the villages; I did not speak a language 
they understood, even when I tried to speak in Thai. 
 
I left the talking to my interpreter, who referred to my work as a study of ‘women’. My 
inability to comprehend the languages being spoken around me left me adrift, totally 
dependent on my interpreter. I was not able to speak with my own voice, I was not able to 
listen and understand what was going on around me, not even in direct, personal 
conversations with the women of the villages. I could only observe and rely on my interpreter. 
 
But even the language spoken through my interpreter was not a ‘common’ language but the 
‘gender language’ of development organisations, talking about gender, needs, participation 
and empowerment, and this made the questions I asked them sometimes seem strange in their 
ears. The questions I asked dealt with some central, structured themes. The information the 
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answers gave me was to fit into the ‘gender analysis’ toolkit, and I ended up with a report for 
the development organisation containing:  A chart over constraints and enabling factors for 
women’s participation; a chart over strong and weak points in women’s participation; an 
overview of problems constraining women’s participation, formulated into ‘women’s needs’; 
a chart over the process of ‘women’s empowerment in NRM’; my recommendations to the 
development organisation about women’s participation and suggestions for ‘gender 
indicators’ (Pedersen 2003). 
 
This was not the language of the villages and it was not my own language. I had taken on the 
language of the development organisation. 
 
A natural given 
Even though my academic background left me critical of the buzz-words used by the 
organisation, I found myself using the words as part of everyday vocabulary, since this was 
the language of the organisation. This minimised the space for reflection and critique. My 
assignment within the organisation was not to question the frame, but to produce useful 
knowledge to fit into the frame. Even though I saw myself as an outsider to the organisation 
because of my academic background with its critical sense, and the fact that I did not master 
either Thai or the ‘development language’, I still became an insider to the organisation 
because I had to try to ‘fit’ in, taking on the terms and buzz-words of the organisation, in 
order to be able to carry out my assignment and fieldwork and communicate with the 
organisation. 
 
It is interesting to note that at the time, this framework seemed like a natural given: If I 
wanted to do a ‘successful’ fieldwork and internship I had to adjust to it, so I did not question 
the framework. Even in my first considerations for my present analysis, my focus was not on 
this part of the fieldwork experience. This is due to the fact that my own serious questioning 
of the ethics involved in my fieldwork did not begin until I found myself in the three villages, 
the ‘objects’ of my study, encountering the participants of my fieldwork. 
 
Ethical questions emerging 
Reflecting images 
When I recall my fieldwork experience in Thailand, there is one episode in particular that 
reflects back at me, giving rise to my ethical questions: My first encounter with one of the 
villages. 
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I arrived in the village with my interpreter, the local field officer from the development 
organisation and a driver in our four-wheel drive. The group meeting the people in the village 
included a young, 28-year old, white, western, unmarried, university educated, khaki-dressed, 
blond, short-haired woman with a notebook and camera; and a Thai, university educated 
‘city-girl’ from Chiang Mai, also in her late 20s, with black short hair and jeans. Along with 
them came the local field officer and driver from the development project who were familiar 
faces in the village. The organisation’s field officer – knowing that I was doing a gender study 
which of course had to do with women – quickly summoned a group of women so I could 
“ask them some questions”. Myself, staying waiting in the background because of my lack of 
skills in the Thai language, had absolutely no idea of what was going on or what to expect. I 
had only been told that we were “going to visit the villages”. My interpreter suddenly filled 
the void in my mind with the question: “So what do you want to ask them?” and I looked into 
the faces of a silent, curious group of women with small children running around. I felt 
speechless and my mind kept replaying the same questions: “Who are those people?”, “what 
am I going to ask them about?”, “what about the rest of the village?”, “what is it they can tell 
me and why should they even want to tell me?” There was a clear expectation of me as an 
‘expert’, knowing what kind of questions to ask and how to process them into some ordered 
data, telling the outside world about the lives and problems of people, especially the women, 
in the villages. 
 
The women just sat there, waiting for this strange, foreign outsider to ask them some 
questions. I just sat there, wondering how to get out of my awkward and uncomfortable 
position, realising that I was using their precious time without giving anything back. 
Eventually I did manage to ask some questions from my ‘gender analysis’ toolkit, but the 
answers I got, I would be taking with me to categorize them into my report, not knowing if 
this would ever make a difference for people in the village. 
 
Giving something back? 
The discomforting feeling of not giving anything back to my participants followed me in 
many situations. I held on to the idea that I was there to collect data and therefore should try 
to stay ‘neutral’: It was not my job to help people in the villages directly; by promising money 
for projects, helping them find a market for their products or educating them by means of 
courses, even though this was hinted at numerous occasions. I did actually not want to stay 
un-involved as the ‘outsider expert’ – but I found no means of changing this role. My 
mandate had been given by the development organisation, as an ‘expert’ extracting useful 
data for their project, and the timeframe given was much too short to change anything at any 
direct level. I hoped that my work and report to the development organisation would 
eventually help people in the villages.  
Reflecting fieldwork encounters 
9 
A powerful outsider? 
I was a foreigner, an outsider, with money and an influential organisation behind me, which 
had provided money and improvements in the villages. I had the power to define and 
categorize what I saw. But I questioned my own exercise of this power in relation to 
participants. In what terms did I actually have power? Because I had more money than they, 
because I controlled the research agenda and categories, because I came from the 
development organisation? The interesting thing is that in the actual fieldwork situation I did 
not feel powerful at all. I was the one left out of exchanges of conversations and meanings; I 
was the one dependent on other people to tell me what was going on, to speak for me, to give 
me information, to let me stay in their houses. They exercised power as well. 
 
This experience spells out quite a complex situation, opening up for an array of questions. 
The most central issue for me is however the big question marks that it left regarding the 
ethics of fieldwork: What right did I, as an outsider, have to come into their villages, intrude 
on their lives, take their time, ask them questions and then take away the information without 
giving anything back to them in any direct way? How could I pretend to be able to represent 
them by categorizing their lives into some structures set up by me, heavily influenced by the 
terms and worldview of the development organisation? What did I know about their lives, and 
how could I make any legitimate and valid claims of knowledge? I had to question my own 
role in the whole process, down to the level where I questioned the legitimacy of my mere 
presence in a foreign setting, dealing with other people’s lives. 
 
I realised that doing fieldwork in a development context was actually the kind of job I was 
educated to do and that I was likely to find myself in a similar situation in the future, should I 
ever venture into the world of development organisations. But did I actually want to do this 
with all my unanswered ethical questions? I knew this required some serious personal 
reflections of the ethics involved.  
 
 
Fieldwork as ‘women’ 
 
I would like to switch to previous fieldwork experience in El Salvador. With a group of three 
fellow students, all women, from Roskilde University I conducted fieldwork over a span of 
two months in San Salvador for a semester paper at International Development Studies.  
 
Reflecting fieldwork encounters 
 10
Investigating the ‘Third World women’? 
Our case was a Salvadorian women’s NGO called ‘Las Dignas’, operating from San Salvador. 
It was one of the emerging women’s organisations after the end of the civil war in 1992, 
forming part of the Salvadorian women’s movement. At first we intended to investigate the 
collective identity of the members of the organisation as part of the women’s movement, 
possibly revealing an interesting split between educated urban women and rural women in the 
organisation. But at our very first meeting with our contact person from Las Dignas we were 
told that the organisation only had 26 members! The ‘members’ were employed by Las 
Dignas to run the different programs, raise funding, to lobby and do research. It turned out 
that it was not a broad ‘members’ organisation’ but consisted of a small group of well-
educated urban women, many of them researchers, working at a high political level with links 
to the parliament, universities and other influential institutions. We had to change our 
research agenda and chose to analyse Las Dignas as a political actor on the national political 
stage in El Salvador (Lund, Pedersen, Jørgensen and Ladegaard 2000). The organisation was 
not the expression of suppressed, poor, rural ‘Third World women’, and the participants in 
our research turned out to be very politically conscious, well-educated researchers with an 
urban basis. 
 
The supposed insiders 
Our contact with Las Dignas was mediated by their PR-worker, who took care of all contact 
with newspapers, media and outsiders like visiting students and researchers. The organisation 
had a formalised system for this contact and was quite used to talking to students and 
researchers. They welcomed us with open arms, offering their “solidarity and friendship” and 
saw us as part of a global network within the women’s movement. So much so that it even 
surprised us, since none of us were articulate feminists and we had not done any work on 
gender before. But there was an expectation of ‘supposed insiderness’ because we were four 
women investigating part of the women’s movement. 
 
Everywhere we went in the women’s movement and the political left asking for interviews, 
doors were open to us and in most cases we got to speak directly with the director, even if we 
did not ask specifically for the director. They commented that it was interesting that we had 
come as students all the way from Denmark to investigate their lives, agenda and projects.  
 
Given a voice 
All our interviews were conducted in Spanish by ourselves. This was a big help in the 
understanding of answers, opening the possibility of asking in different directions which 
became interesting during the interview. The personal accounts we asked for from the civil 
war and the struggle to build the women’s movement were responded by open and frank 
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voices. Our research and interest concerned some of the issues the women participating were 
most articulate about: their process of regaining their identities and lives after the civil war, 
the process of giving meaning to the experiences from the war, and about feminism and their 
work in the women’s movement. They had already gone through a process of giving meaning 
to their lived experience during the war and this had lead them to their membership of the 
feminist organisation. Our questions regarded the issues that engaged them the most. It was 
some of the same questions they had had to ask themselves in order to live on after the 
personal and collective hardship of the civil war. We listened with our own ears, asked and 
talked with our own voices in the language that was the mother tongue of our informants. We 
were able to involve ourselves in the process, not just with a research agenda and its set 
questions but as subjects interacting and negotiating with other subjects. 
 
In my fieldwork with so-called ‘Third World Women’ in El Salvador our participants were 
well-educated urban women. We might have more money than they, but they had more 
education, they were older and more experienced and they had a clear feminist and political 
agenda which made us and our own vague ideas about feminism seem like youngsters. We 
were totally dependent on their good-will and they demanded to get a copy of our report once 
we finished it. 
 
The fact that we returned a translated copy of our report to our well-educated researcher-
participants raised a very urgent question: How do we represent the women and organisation 
in a valid and legitimate way? The experience also raised the question: Did we ‘betray’ their 
trust in us as supposed insiders – women and feminists – if it turned out that our work did not 
represent a feminist agenda as such, since we did not have the same political commitment as 
they?  
 
 
Dealing with ethical questions 
 
The course of these two fieldwork experiences took different turns within their given 
contexts. But some cross-cutting questions arose from these experiences regarding ethics. 
These are questions of: How do I make legitimate and valid knowledge claims about other 
peoples lives? How can I represent others as an ‘outsider’, and how do I avoid misusing the 
trust of participants? How do I avoid the possible exploitation, betrayal and manipulation of 
participants? And what do I actually give back to participants in return for their time and 
energy spent on my inquiries?  
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My ethical questions were raised at two levels: The first level is the epistemological, raising 
the question: How do I make valid and legitimate knowledge claims within my field of study? 
The second is the level of methodology and applied methods, raising the question: How do I 
encounter participants in the actual fieldwork situation in the field within unequal power 
hierarchies? 
 
For this distinction between method, methodology and epistemology I use the definition 
outlined by Sandra Harding stating that “a research method is a technique for gathering 
evidence; methodology is a theory or analysis of how research should proceed; and 
epistemology is a theory of knowledge” (Harding 1987, in Moss 2002: 2). The levels are 
closely interconnected since methodology and choice of methods are always based on a 
certain implicit or explicit epistemology. This is the basis on which to be able to validate and 
legitimise knowledge claims and to determine: “How do I know what is true knowledge” 
(Cope 2002: 43). My focus will be on epistemology and methodology, which can be seen as 
theoretical approaches. This is also in regard to the theoretical aspects that the scholars I have 
chosen contribute the most. 
 
Ethics is not an easy issue to target and dealing with ethics often raises more questions than it 
solves. The definition of ’ethics’ is a whole issue of philosophical contemplation in itself. I do 
not intend to discuss what ‘ethics’ is, but will let my own questions, which I regard as ethical, 
guide my discussion and analysis. However, The Concise Oxford Dictionary (1982) explains 
‘ethic’ as the “treating of moral questions”, defining ‘moral’ as “dealing with regulation of 
conduct” and “the distinction between right or wrong”. Unless we adhere to the idea of a 
universal truth, this distinction will always be based on a certain point of view. Another 
definition of ‘ethics’ that I am more fond of is “ethics as responsibility to the other” (from 
Emmanuel Levinas 1974, in Quarles van Ufford 2003: 262). Ethics is about consideration and 
responsibility towards others. 
 
Ethics involves personal values and perspectives and is always a subject of discussion and 
point of view. A certain point of view is always the basis for research and fieldwork – an 
epistemology, ontology and methodology. To raise ethical questions of fieldwork is also to 
question the fundamental basis on which we make knowledge claims, ascribe meaning to- and 
take action in the world around us. My personal narrative, as I have just described it, is the 
starting point of my reflections and analysis. To further my reflections I want to explore other 
scholars’ narratives of their own fieldwork experiences to see how they have reflected and 
dealt with the ethical questions raised. During my fieldwork, many situations arose that left 
question marks because I was not able to comprehend the world around me. But in the post-
fieldwork process, and even now years later, question marks are still left regarding the general 
ethics surrounding the whole set-up of doing fieldwork. Question marks are very constructive 
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since they make us stop and think anew; reflect on our own perspectives of the world and be 
inspired to search for new perspectives6. I hope to find this kind of inspiration in my review of 
fieldwork reflections.  
 
Many academic scholars have discussed the ethics of fieldwork7. I have chosen to focus on 
the discussion taking place within the feminist circles of my own field of geography. 
Geography as a discipline has not given much attention to the dynamics of fieldwork, and 
field research in geography has been defined in terms of empirical research, qualitative 
methods or ethnographic study carried out by entering a physical designated ‘field’ (Nast 
1994: 56). Feminist contributions have played a major role in placing the dynamics and ethics 
of fieldwork on the agenda, also within geography, where writings by feminist geographers 
have aided the understanding of the implications and effects of engaging in fieldwork. Their 
questioning and critique relate to both the methodological level of the ethical questions and 
the epistemological. They question how relational qualities between researched and researcher 
inform research agendas and knowledge claims, how fieldwork and research in general affects 
and is affected by the communities and places under study, and how immersion in particular 
cultural, political or economic frameworks and academic and theoretical traditions informs 
research goals and methods (Nast 1994: 54-55). They question the political basis of 
knowledge and the relationships between epistemology, power, and knowledge8.  
 
In practice this questioning finds resonance in my own questions of: How do I make 
legitimate and valid knowledge claims about other peoples lives? How do I represent others? 
What do the positions of outsider- and insiderness mean for fieldwork? What do I ‘give back’ 
to participants? Therefore I look towards feminism in general and feminist geographers in 
particular and pose the central questions of my analysis: 
 
What approaches to fieldwork have feminists proposed to deal with the ethical questions 
raised by fieldwork? 
How do their theoretical understandings inform my own reflections? 
 
                                                 
6 Kirsten Hastrup’s book (1992) ”Det antropologiske projekt om forbløffelse” has inspired me a great deal on this 
perspective. 
 
7 This discussion has been ongoing, especially within anthropology, where fieldwork and direct interaction with 
research participants through ‘participant observation’ is regarded as essential. Many anthropological accounts 
are very personal narratives of the interaction between the researcher and participants and ethical questions have 
been unavoidable for the researcher. For some early accounts see e.g. Clifford and Marcus (1986); Goffman 
(1959); Wax (1971); Berreman (1962); Briggs (1970); Henriksen (1973). 
 
8 See e.g. McDowell 1992, 1997; Haraway 1988, 1991; Harding 1986, 1987, 1991; Harding and Hintikka 1983; 
Jones III, Nast and Roberts 1997; Bondi 2002; Wolf 1996; Rose 1997; WGSG 1984, 1997; Gibson-Graham 
1994; Marchand and Parpart (1995); McDowell (1999); Oakley (1981); Smith (2001). 
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In geography, the Women and Geography Study Group of the IBG (Institute of British 
Geographers) launched the influential book Geography and Gender – An introduction to 
feminist geography (WGSG 1984) with contributions by e.g. Doreen Massey and Janet 
Momsen, to introduce feminism as a legitimate field of study in geography. This was 
followed up by the book Feminist Geographies – Explorations in Diversity and Difference 
(WGSG 1997). Lately, the feminist geographic work has been growing with the creation of 
new fora such as the feminist geography journal Gender, Place and Culture (launched in 
1994), and the new feminist geography textbook series International Studies of Women and 
Place (launched in 1993) (Nast 1994: 55). Entire journal issues have also been dedicated to 
feminist geographic research: Geoforum (1993) on “Gender and Restructuring”, The 
Canadian Geographer no. 37 (1993) on “Feminism as Method”, The Professional 
Geographer no. 46 (1994) on “Women in the Field” and no. 47 (1995) “Should Women 
Count?”.  
 
Especially The Professional Geographer (1994) on “Women in the field” has been influential 
in the debate on fieldwork amongst feminist writers, who have been largely influenced by the 
contributions of the articles in this issue and their focus on power relations, hierarchies, 
insider / outsider roles and positionalities in fieldwork (England 1994, Gilbert 1994, Katz 
1994, Nast 1994, Kobayashi 1994, Staeheli and Lawson 1994). Three of these articles form a 
part of my analysis of feminists’ fieldwork reflections in chapter 4 (England 1994, Gilbert 
1994, Katz 1994).  
 
One of the contributions of feminist geographers has been to add the notion of ‘space’ to the 
debate. Spatial metaphors are imposed to create order in the ‘chaos’ of the social world and 
this creates a common ‘geographical’ language where spatial ‘landscapes’ are drawn with 
spatial metaphors like ‘positionality’, ‘situatedness’, ‘embodiment’ and ’displacement’. In 
geography, the earlier notion of ‘the field’ as a ‘physically designated’ place implied a 
material concept of space, but more recent contributions outlines a notion of ‘the field’ in 
metaphorical spatial terms described in notions of ‘betweenness’, ‘displacement’ and 
‘distance’ (Katz 1992, 1994; England 1994; Kobayashi 1994; Nast 1994)9. ‘The field’ is seen 
as a constitution of discursive and spatial practices; as a social terrain that the researcher is 
always present in (Katz 1994). I will return to these spatial notions of ‘the field’ in chapter 4. 
 
 
Regarding the epistemological part of the ethical questions, one of the major contributions of 
feminism has been to move the epistemological question of “Whose knowledge are we talking 
                                                 
9 For a discussion of the interconnectedness of metaphor and materiality and the problematic of an 
undifferentiated fusion of material and metaphorical space, see Smith and Katz (1993). 
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about?” to a central analytical position (Tanesini 1999: 16). Sandra Harding (1986, 1991) and 
Donna Haraway (1988, 1991) have paved part of the road by asking and analysing the 
questions: “Whose science, whose knowledge”, “Who are the knowers? What can be known? 
What is valued as knowable?” and “How to see? Where to see from? What to see for? Whom 
to see with? Who gets to have more than one point of view? Who gets blinded? Who wears 
blinders? Who interprets the visual field?”. It is not only a question of what can be known, but 
of who are the knowers. This places the researcher directly in the line of fire when making 
knowledge claims. 
The reading of Donna Haraway’s article “Situated knowledges: the science question in 
feminism and the privilege of partial perspective” (1988) informed my perspectives on 
epistemology a great deal. She has been highly influential amongst feminist and non-feminist 
scholars and her notions of a ‘feminist doctrine of objectivity’ demanding situated, non-
innocent and responsible knowledge claims are the basis for all the feminist narratives of 
fieldwork encounters and reflections that I use. She will form my epistemological basis and 
understanding in chapter 3. 
 
The ethical questions raised from my own experience in Thailand related first and foremost to 
the direct encounter with participants in the actual fieldwork situation in the villages, 
regardless of the framework in which the fieldwork was conducted. These are ethical 
questions of both epistemology and methodology that can emerge from all kinds of fieldwork 
experiences whether it takes place within the framework of a development organisation or an 
academic field. 
But these general ethical questions that can be raised from all kinds of fieldwork experiences 
were set in a specific context: The context of a ‘development intervention’ in a ‘Third World’ 
setting. Part of dealing with ethical questions is connected to the understanding of my own 
role in the wider context in which the fieldwork was conducted. This makes me pose two 
elaborative questions to my analysis of my fieldwork experience and its questions raised: 
 
How do a ‘Third World’ setting and the context of a ‘development intervention’ influence 
the ethical questions raised by fieldwork? 
 
To gain a greater understanding of the context of a development intervention I will use recent 
contributions to the ‘anthropology of aid’ literature. David Mosse’s (2005) narration of his 
more than 10-years of experience as a consultant and ‘expert’ within a British development 
project in Western India will form the main basis for this part of my analysis.  
 
Different theoretical notions are implied in my dealings with ethical questions: ‘The field’ and 
‘fieldwork’, ‘power’, ‘positionality’, and ‘insider / outsider’. These are notions that keep 
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appearing in the text and I see them as developing as I reflect my questions in the work of the 
chosen scholars. It is an ongoing dialogue.  
 
My narrative in this chapter reveals an understanding of the notions involved as rather 
‘uncomplicated’ and fixed, which marks the starting point of my reflection.  
My use of the term ‘fieldwork’ refers to the application of methods for data collection where 
the researcher directly confronts those who are researched10. This implies a notion of ‘the 
field’ as a place or ‘physical designated field’ that you enter to carry out fieldwork, as in the 
traditional geographical understanding of the term. The field is a place ‘out there’; a distinct 
location in a material space. 
 
For my understanding of ‘power’ and ‘positionality’, so far, I see power as exercised at 
different levels in the fieldwork process11. Fieldwork encounters during the fieldwork in the 
physically designated field are influenced by power differences between researcher and 
participants stemming from different positionalities, such as social status, race, class, 
nationality, education, age, gender and sexuality. This view also turns the notion of 
‘positionality’ into a question of rather ‘physical’ features. ‘Power’ is exerted during the 
fieldwork process when defining relationships with participants based on some 
distinguishable features which mark the researcher as either an ‘insider’ or an ‘outsider’  to 
those being researched. This view is recognized in the feminist methodological approaches 
that I describe in chapter 3, and in the view of e.g. the ‘powerful outsider’. Here, power is 
something the researcher ‘has’ and can ‘give’ to participants. My experience from Thailand 
bore traces of this view, but I also questioned my position as ‘powerful outsider’ since I did 
not feel powerful in the actual situation. It was rather ascribed to me with regard to the 
‘physical’ features placing me in a distinct position, different from that of the participants. 
Still, the urge I felt that I needed to ‘give something back’ to participants reinforced the idea 
that I ‘had’ something I could ‘give’ to them; I held power over something which could be of 
benefit to participants. My experience in El Salvador showed other power relations, with the 
positions as ‘powerful’ turned somewhat upside down, because of the high status background 
of the participants. We were regarded more as ‘equals’ with a bond of ‘solidarity’ 
(supposedly) connecting us. 
 
Implied in the view on positionality and power relations as rather fixed, is also a notion of 
‘insider / outsider’ relations as somehow permanent, marking a clear line of difference 
between that which is ‘inside’ and ‘outside’. 
 
                                                 
10 This definition is taken from Kim England (1994: 81). 
 
11 This distinction is also made by Diane Wolf (1996: 2).  
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It is the understandings of these notions I will see develop in my theoretical dialogue with 
feminist scholars, to change my outlook. 
 
Structure of the analysis 
 
Chapter 2 will deal with the context of a ‘development intervention’, drawing primarily on 
David Mosse’s (2005) narration of his experiences from a British development project in 
Western India.  
 
In chapter 3 I turn to the more general questions concerning all kinds of fieldwork and 
research. I review feminist methodological approaches to fieldwork that take my ethical 
questions into account, and Donna Haraway (1988) will form the basis at the epistemological 
level. 
 
In chapter 4 I let feminists within geography give voice to their personal narratives of 
fieldwork experiences and reflections (England 1994; Gilbert 1994; Katz 1994; Rose 1997; 
Townsend 1995; Scheyvens and Leslie 2000). This draws a picture of the complexity of the 
ethical questions in fieldwork and involves a critique of the feminist approaches outlined in 
chapter 3. The fieldwork experiences included are both from the ‘Third World’ and settings 
‘at home’ and this will aid the understanding of the influence of a ‘Third World’ setting on 
fieldwork. The feminist geographers that I have chosen will contribute to my understanding of 
the central theoretical notions of ‘the field’, ‘power’, ‘positionality’, and ‘insider / outsider’ 
roles. 
 
The different perspectives and conclusions from the preceding chapters will be gathered in a 
final concluding discussion in chapter 5. 
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Chapter 2 
Fieldwork encounters in the face of a 
development intervention 
 
 
This chapter will deal with the starting point of my narrative: The context of a development 
intervention in my fieldwork experience from Thailand. This specific context was not where I 
began my reflections since the whole context had seemed like a ‘natural’ framework for my 
experience. My concern, at first, was more on the general questions of fieldwork. I turned to 
the feminist scholars for an understanding of these issues, which will be the focus of my 
analysis in chapter 3 and 4. However, the development intervention context is not addressed 
by these feminist scholars, and therefore this chapter will start by elaborating on this context. 
 
My narrative of my fieldwork experience from Thailand in chapter 1 introduced the 
framework of the development intervention I was a part of and its ‘development language’. I 
perceived my own role as that of a (supposed) ‘expert’, in the sense that I was expected to 
produce ‘comprehensible’ knowledge about ‘the women’ in the villages in the project area. I 
carried out my task by use of the rather schematic tools of the ‘gender toolkit’, with its charts, 
overviews and indicators. This provided the organisation with some useful and practical 
‘data’ and knowledge that would fit into the ‘gender component’ of their policy framework 
and its emphasis on ‘women’s participation and empowerment’. The buzz-words of the 
development language regarding ‘gender’ served as headlines in my report to the 
organisation. It was my clear impression that my internship was a ‘success’ since the report I 
produced fit in nicely with the framework provided by the organisation12. 
 
Still, I was sceptical of the development framework. I asked the question if everything was 
somehow given beforehand, because my data collection was directed towards the buzz-words 
                                                 
12 I would like to note that this was also my clear ambition. Other interns had provided very critical reports, one 
of them questioning the whole framework of ‘rural development’ by use of discourse analysis! Personal 
conversations revealed that these reports had not been taken seriously and were regarded as rather ‘useless’ by 
the organisation. Furthermore, direct criticism is frowned upon in Thai society. Therefore my strategy was to try 
to ‘fit’ into the framework since this seemed as the only way to communicate and from there maybe make 
changes. This was also an exploration of the role I suddenly found myself in, ‘working’ for an employer; the 
development organisation. 
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and the development framework, and because of my short stays in the villages13 and that the 
villages had been selected by the organisation. It felt like I could only ‘scrape the surface’ and 
what I found had to fit into the framework if I should be able to make my expected report.  
At an epistemological level I raised the question: What kind of knowledge did I produce? 
What was the basis of my knowledge claims? At the methodological level I questioned how 
this context influenced the encounters with participants in terms of my own role and the 
power relations I was involved in, and last; how this influenced the ethical questions. 
 
Cultivating Development 
David Mosse 
 
The reading of David Mosse’s14 book Cultivating Development (2005) has inspired me a great 
deal, since it provided me with a possible solution for how to ‘read’ and understand the 
landscape of a development intervention, in which I found myself in Thailand. The book is a 
reflection of his more than 10 years of experience as an anthropologist consultant at a British 
aid project in rural Western India15. From 1990 until 1998 he was assigned as “the project’s 
expatriate ‘expert’ in social development, participation or local institutions” (Mosse 2005: 
viii). During this time he carried out fieldwork with his ‘consultant colleagues’16 three or four 
times a year in the communities in the project area. This make up the first part of his 
fieldwork experience. 
 
The second part of his fieldwork is his reflection and analysis of this first experience. He got 
support to do an analysis of the project experience from an anthropological perspective and he 
saw this as “a chance to reflect on what had been a rich, challenging and frustrating 
experience” (Mosse 2005: viii). His book is the outcome of this reflection.  
 
Mosse’s experience differs from my own in terms of the level of involvement in the 
development organisation: Mosse spent 10 years as an employee; I spent only 3 months as an 
intern. Still, I find the general framework of a development intervention that he outlines, very 
                                                 
13 In a development intervention context, normal stays in villages for evaluations and reviews are often cut down 
to one day. This makes my 5 days in each village a rather long time in comparison. 
14 David Mosse is a Senior Lecturer in Social Anthropology at the School of Oriental and African Studies, 
University of London. 
15 The project was the ‘Indo-British Rainfed Farming Project’ (IBRFP) carried out by the ‘UK Department for 
International Development’ (DFID) amongst Bhil ‘tribal’ communities in Western India. 
16 He formed part of a team of consultants who were specialists in forestry, crops, irrigation, soil conservation or 
gender. 
Fieldwork encounters in the face of a development intervention 
 20
similar to the framework I found myself in. Even though I was an intern and not an employed 
consultant, the role I was granted and the power relations involved was a taste of my possible 
future job as a consultant. 
 
‘Participant insider’ versus ‘academic outsider’ 
Mosse’s involvement as a ‘participant-insider’ doing ‘action-research’ for the project and his 
position as an ‘academic-outsider’ writing anthropological research about the project, gives 
him a twofold role and position in relation to the development intervention context he 
describes.  
The implications of this participant-insider role meant that he ‘forgot to observe’ himself 
because of the given rationality of the project. He did not reflect on his own role and the 
context seemed like a natural given, which he did not even think of questioning. Even if he 
had wanted to, there was no space for manoeuvring within this context, for criticism was not 
part of his role as a consultant and ‘expert’. He comments that development organisations 
“are less tolerant of research that falls outside design frameworks, that does not appear to be 
of practical relevance, is wasteful of their time or adds complexity and makes the task of 
management harder” (Mosse 2005: 12)17.  
His primary commitment during his employment with the organisation was to promote 
desirable development ends, rather than research. He played his part in the development 
intervention setup and ‘fit into’ the context.  
 
His shift in position from writing for the organisation to writing about the organisation, made 
him shift from insider to outsider to the context, and this placed him “at the margins of the 
project community (...) at risk of being excluded as an irrelevant, not to say disruptive, 
academic outsider” (Mosse 2005: 13). In this distinction between the role as ‘participant-
insider’ and ‘academic outsider’ I find some resemblance to my own role in the development 
intervention context of my Thai fieldwork experience: I was a part of the development 
organisation, a participant in the execution of their project and in this sense I was an insider to 
the development organisation, and I did not question the framework. Now, in my present role 
I reflect and analyse my experience from the position of an ‘academic’, outside the 
development context. 
 
                                                 
17 This can be seen as the same ‘problem’ as with the other interns critical reports in Thailand, which were not 
taken seriously. 
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Anthropology of aid 
The body of work containing analyses of development as a ‘discourse’ have been steadily 
growing, dictating the project of ‘deconstructing hegemonic development discourses’18. 
Within the ‘Anthropology of aid’ literature, collections of ethnographic accounts have 
scrutinised the discourses found in development policy and practice19. David Mosse’s 
contribution belongs to these ethnographic accounts and ‘the new ethnography of 
development’. In this view, development is not seen as a ‘dominance’ that should be resisted, 
since development schemes cannot be imposed but are the result of collaboration and 
compromise by all parties; the exercise of power is the result of negotiation. Mosse wants to 
revise what he calls the false notion of ‘all-powerful Western development institutions’ and to 
“reinstate the complex agency of actors in development at every level” (Mosse 2005: 6). In 
this sense, he wants to move on from a passive subject embedded in power to an active 
agency of the subject. 
What he addresses is the complexity of policy as an institutional practice; the social life of 
projects, organisations and professionals; perspectives of actors and diversity of interests 
behind policy models. He sees ‘subordinate’ actors in development – tribal villagers, 
fieldworkers, office staff, and even project managers and their bosses in relation to donors – 
as “creating everyday spheres of action autonomous from the organising policy models” 
(Mosse 2005: 10). But at the same time they all work actively to sustain those same models – 
the dominant interpretations – because it is in their interest to do so. 
 
The art of interpretation 
Mosse is not concerned with the question if development works, but with how development 
works, and why it works so well. He points to the gaps between policy and practice and try to 
encompass the diversity of the social world with its inherent power relations, hierarchies and 
different actors - and shows why ‘development’ still works!  
His main argument is that development practice is not driven by policy, and that it is rather 
practices that produce policy, in the sense that actors in development devote their energies to 
maintaining coherent representations regardless of events at a practical level (Mosse 2005: 2). 
He states that policy models that work well to legitimise and mobilise political support from 
donors, are not easily turned into practice since they do not provide a good guide to action. 
The role of policy is primarily to mobilise and maintain political support by legitimising 
practice, rather than orientating practice (Mosse 2005: 15-16). Following this argument, 
development projects work to maintain themselves as coherent policy ideas and systems of 
representation. 
                                                 
18 See e.g. Escobar (1995); Ferguson (1994). 
19 See e.g. Quarles Van Ufford and Giri (2003); Apthorpe and Gasper (1996); Hobart (1993); Eyben (2000). 
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“Indeed, projects do not ‘work’ because they turn policy into reality, but because they sustain 
policy models offering a significant interpretation of events” (Mosse 2005: 17). 
 
Interpretation is a central issue of Mosse’s demonstration. He argues that operational control 
of practices and events is limited for bureaucracies and development organisations, since the 
different parts of the project system operate separately; from donor policy makers, agency 
managers, consultants, field staff, down to the project participants. This makes the ability to 
make a coherent interpretation of events and practices more urgent and crucial for the 
creation of success. The British development project, which he was a part of, was a ‘success’ 
because “it sustained a coherent policy idea, a model offering a significant interpretation of 
events” (Mosse 2005: 162). ‘Success’ is dependent on the establishment of a ‘compelling’ 
interpretation of events and sustaining a key representation by use of ‘models’, reporting, 
evaluations and field visits (Mosse 2005: 158). The key representation forms into a ‘project 
narrative’ that imposes order on all the different events, practices, ideas and interests – an 
‘existing story’ and persuasive argument that justifies the investment of political interest and 
public money (Mosse 2005: 30). According to Mosse, talking from an ‘insiders’ view, this 
project narrative becomes thickly woven into the representations of professional practice and 
the identity of the staff, including himself (Mosse 2005: 162). 
 
A wider network of interest groups is involved in the execution of development projects, such 
as donors, donor advisers, researchers, government officials, local NGOs and support groups, 
all contributing with different agendas and interests. The more of these interests that are tied 
up in the project narrative, the more powerful and stable it becomes. 
 
“It is precisely the ability to achieve a high degree of convergence of disparate interests, 
contained in the official language of a single validating mode, that characterises successful 
policy and project ideas” (Mosse 2005: 46).  
 
To enrol the many disparate interests, ambiguous concepts are required. These are concepts 
whose contents are not well defined, which makes them easier to agree upon politically. They 
are political concepts, rather than practical guidelines, which help facilitate and maintain 
consensus, concealing ideological differences. These are the concepts I refer to as ‘buzz-
words’. In the British development project in India, the central buzz-word was ‘participation’. 
My own case in Thailand also included ‘participation’20 and the more gender specific 
                                                 
20 The name of the development project: “Collaborative Natural Resources Management Project” is an 
expression of the development of buzz-words, where the focus has shifted from ‘only’ participation to 
collaboration, indicating a higher degree of mutual cooperation, instead of a one-way flow (and control) from 
donor to receiver. Whether this has changed anything in practice is another matter. 
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concepts like ‘women’s’ participation, ‘women’s practical and strategic needs’ and ‘women’s 
empowerment’. The ambiguous concepts are part of forming a stable project narrative, which 
can bridge the gap between policy and practice, to make policy succeed.  
 
“For policy to succeed it is necessary, it seems, that it is not implemented, but that enough 
people, and people with enough power, are willing to believe that it is” (Mosse 2005: 232). 
 
The ‘expert’ role 
The role of the development ‘expert’ comes into the picture at this point. The need for 
constant interpretation of events to make them ‘fit’ with policy, and the need to make people 
believe in this constructed connection, creates a crucial need for ‘experts’. These ‘experts’ are 
consultants, very often ‘outsiders’ from the donor country, that can establish the authority of 
knowledge production and the legitimacy of the project by building and reproducing the 
project narrative in official reports, project documents, evaluations, statistics etc. (Mosse 
2005: 28). 
 
In Mosse’s narrative, he describes the ‘experts’ of the project, himself being a substantial part 
of it, as “a fairly typical aid consultancy team: British ‘experts’ from different disciplines (...) 
brought together into a ‘transitory knowledge building community’ given an authority 
symbolised by access to the time of top people, short time-frames, ‘frenetic working 
displays’, privileged transport and communications, receptions and numerous expressions of 
deference” (Mosse 2005: 26). 
 
The ‘experts’ make a crucial contribution to the success of policy, and thereby of 
development interventions, by giving life to the ambiguous concepts and opening them up to 
disparate political interests. Their interpretations of events into coherent models impart clarity 
to the donors and inspire a confidence that policy ‘works’. This predetermined role and 
agenda of the consultant makes this ‘expert’ control the flows of information and resources of 
the project, both outwards towards donors and inwards towards participants:  “(...) we project 
workers [the consultants] retained the power to direct and shape. We owned the research 
tools, chose the topics, recorded the information, abstracted and summarised according to our 
criteria of relevance” (Mosse 2005: 91). The result was that development choices and ‘local 
needs’ reflected and endorsed “an external analysis of problems and solutions”. This way 
‘local needs’ came to reflect what the project was able to deliver (Mosse 2005: 94). 
Everything was fit into the project narrative to make policy work.  
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About his own role he has to conclude that: “As consultants we appeared to have done our job 
well, to have produced a singular knowledge system providing a coherent project analysis. In 
fact, there was no such system” (Mosse 2005: 34). He has become aware of his own central 
role in the establishment of the project’s existence and success: 
 
“a development project cannot in any definitive way proclaim its own reality; this is always 
contingent upon outside interpretive work of experts who discern meaning from events by 
connecting them to policy ideas and texts – logframes, project documents (and vice versa). 
Indeed, a project does not exist independent of our (expert) opinion of it” (Mosse 2005: 157, 
inspired by Latour 1996: 76). 
 
However, Mosse does not want to say that development interventions do not work or to make 
any direct critique of the British development project21. He is concerned with how 
‘development’ works, pointing to some of the central issues creating its success. Therefore he 
does not see the disjuncture between policy and practice as an “unfortunate gap to be bridged 
between intention and action” but as a “necessity” which is actively maintained and 
reproduced (Mosse 2005: 231). The gap creates the possibility of enrolling disparate political 
interests by means of ‘experts’’ interpretations of events by use of ambiguous concepts. The 
argument that policy and practice are not directly linked does not make policy irrelevant.  
In the British project in India there were socio-economic effects at a practical level for the 
involved local people, the ‘beneficiaries’, according to Mosse (2005: 205). These effects 
would not have been created without coherent policy interpretations: 
 
“Socio-economic benefits would not have arisen in project villages without the validating 
frameworks that connected project action to international policy goals, whether ‘participatory 
development’, ‘sustainable rural livelihoods’ or ‘good governance’ (...), so as to mobilise 
support and to draw assemblies of actors and new resources to places like Bhil Western India 
[the project area]; not forgetting that development policy also facilitates flows of resources to 
other beneficiaries – donor staff, consultants, training institutions, universities, academics, 
myself (...)” (Mosse 2005: 232). 
 
If donor resources are to be directed to ‘beneficiaries’ in the ‘Third World’ then policy is 
needed to ensure this kind of funding and support. Project policy will reflect an external 
                                                 
21 Still, his publication of the book was met by serious protest by project officials from the British development 
organisation (DFID) who claimed that Mosse had broken their trust and the rules of fair play within the 
development team (Mosse 2005: xi). However, this did not prevent him from publishing the book. 
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political agenda. As long as ‘development’ is shaped the way it is presently, then this 
functioning of development projects is necessary. 
 
My own role and ethics 
Mosse’s ethnography of a development intervention calls attention to the ethics involved. His 
presentation shows me that my role during my fieldwork in Thailand was to aid the 
reproduction of the ‘project narrative’ of the development project, legitimising the 
intervention on local people’s lives with not direct link to local needs and wishes. The 
knowledge I produced was based on the project narrative; this legitimised my knowledge, and 
my knowledge legitimised the project narrative. Mosse’s and my own role did have 
differences, since I was not employed but I still had to answer to the development 
organisation and therefore I could not choose my own role as such. Therefore I claim that 
Mosse’s framework applied to my situation as well – and it seems to fit very well with my 
experience during my stay in Thailand. This indicates further that the described framework is 
a general feature of development interventions.  
 
My fieldwork was carried out from a position that resembled the development ‘consultant’ 
even if my work was seen as an addition to existing documentation, and not any main 
evaluation. But my work became part of the official project documentation. Part of my role 
was to help in making the ‘gender component’ of their project more visible and thereby make 
the project more ‘compelling’ to donors, demanding more focus on ‘gender aspects’. My 
interpretations of ‘events’ – that is: project activities meant to promote women’s participation 
and empowerment in the villages – would make these events ‘fit’ into the project policy about 
‘gender’, legitimising the project on the political scene in the donor country. Seen in this light 
my role becomes very political, my report was a political tool. The involvement of me as an 
intern making a ‘gender study’ also helped reinforce the impression that ‘gender aspects’ were 
high on the agenda.  
 
By use of schematic tools I produced comprehensible, useful and practical knowledge to 
support the policy framework’s ‘gender component’, with its emphasis on the ambiguous 
concepts of women’s participation and empowerment. These were the part of the concepts of 
the policy framework which had been politically agreed upon by the donor, supporting NGOs, 
the regional network of cooperating institutions and the local development organisation. 
According to Mosse’s account, everything was somehow given beforehand. The information I 
collected was fit in under the ‘headlines’ of the ‘gender component’. This way, accounts from 
the villages actually came to reflect the policy framework of the project. But what Mosse also 
shows is that this is how development projects are made to work. 
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The development intervention framework seemed to predetermine my role, fixing my position 
as resembling that of the ‘outsider expert’. This also seemed to fix power hierarchies between 
participants in my fieldwork and me, which seemed difficult to change. But still, I did not feel 
‘powerful’ when I was in the villages since I was totally dependent on other people’s good-
will, information and translation. The ‘power’ I had was rather connected to the process after 
my direct encounters with participants, making interpretations for my report and the 
organisation. But even so, as Mosse stresses, power is still negotiated since development 
schemes cannot be imposed but are the result of collaboration and compromise by all parties 
involved in the development intervention because it is in their interest to do so, also for 
‘beneficiaries’22. There is still a ‘complex agency of actors at every level’. 
 
Is it ethical to do fieldwork in this context? Closely connected this is the question if it is 
ethical to make these kinds of development interventions? Asking such questions seems to 
raise more questions than they solve. One of the most urgent is the question: Is it ethical not 
to make development interventions and fieldwork to support this framework? Unequal power 
hierarchies open the possibility of exploitation of participants since the framework is set by 
the donor and implementing organisation. Still, the possible benefits of ‘development’ for 
participating groups should not be disregarded, and the call for global responsibility asks for 
some form of exchange between the so-called ‘First World’ and ‘Third World’23.  
In development interventions’ present form, according to Mosse; we just have to remember 
that “long before they meet the livelihood needs of poor people, aid projects satisfy the 
political needs of Western development agencies” (Mosse 2005: 22). This is how projects 
work; political support is crucial for the flow of resources. 
 
For my own part, I have to consider my own role in ‘development’, and at least be aware that 
my role in this context is political, that I am not just a ‘facilitator’ reflecting the ‘needs’ and 
lives of local people. Should I ever find myself in a development intervention setting again, I 
must consider if this is the kind of political commitment I want to make. 
 
 
Leaving the context of a development intervention, I will now turn to the general questions of 
fieldwork, focusing on the feminist approaches to fieldwork and research.  
                                                 
22 The discussion of the ‘interest’ of ‘beneficiaries’ in development projects is a whole issue in itself. Many 
examples tend to show that the interests of ‘beneficiaries’ express the interests of local elites, and that the 
concept of ‘local needs’ and ‘interests’ calls for critical scrutiny since ‘locals’ are never a homogenous group. 
23 See e.g. Quarles van Ufford and Giri (2003). 
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Chapter 3  
Feminist epistemology and methodologies in 
fieldwork 
 
 
In this chapter I will explore some of the feminist approaches to fieldwork and research in 
general, to see how this can inspire ways of dealing with ethical questions in fieldwork. This 
requires an examination of epistemological and methodological notions in feminism. Is there 
a distinct method that can be labelled ‘feminist’? What are the contributions of feminism 
concerning the ethical questions in research and fieldwork? 
 
A feminist method 
Is there a feminist24 method? This issue has been lively debated25 as to whether feminism use 
specific feminist methods or whether feminism can rather be seen as a certain approach to 
scientific studies and fieldwork. 
 
By use of the definition outlined by Sandra Harding stating that a research method is a 
technique for gathering evidence; methodology is a theory or analysis of how research should 
proceed; and epistemology is a theory of knowledge (Harding 1987, in Moss 2002: 2), most 
feminists would agree that the feminist method is more of an approach to research and 
fieldwork, than a method in the sense of certain ‘techniques’. The feminist ‘method’ should 
rather be seen as a guide to how research should proceed and what can be evaluated as 
legitimate and valid knowledge. Harding (1987) stressed the need to give up the search for a 
feminist method, because of the differences in feminist perspectives, and that focus should be 
guided towards the questions of knowledge and ways to approach the acquisition and 
legitimation of knowledge (Moss 1993: 48).  
 
                                                 
24 Using the term ‘feminism’ and ‘a feminist method” should not indicate that feminism can be put into one 
category of theoretical, epistemological and practical perspectives. A division of feminism often used is: 
Feminist empiricism, standpoint feminism, and postmodern feminism (Harding 1987, Tanesini 1999). 
 
25 See e.g. The Canadian Geographer 37, no. 1 (1993) “Feminism as method”; The Professional Geographer 47 
(1995): “Shold Women Count?”; The Professional Geographer 46 (1994): “Women in the Field”; Harding 1987; 
Moss 2002; Gibson-Graham 1994; McDowell 1992, 1999; Jones III, Nast and Roberts 1997. 
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The specific methods used by feminist scholars are picked from the general fieldwork 
techniques of the social sciences, with an emphasis on qualitative methods, such as in-depth 
semi-structured interviews or life story interviews, group interviews, and participant 
observation. John Eyles (1993: 52) argues that “there are few, if any, differences with respect 
to method, in that both feminists and interpretive scientists search for sensitive techniques for 
gathering evidence”. This could indicate that there is no distinct contribution of feminism to 
fieldwork methods. However, he emphasises that “feminism has taken a lead role in 
sensitizing us all to our responsibilities in our use of method and in exposing research 
procedure and knowledge acquisition for our critical gaze” (Eyles 1993: 52). This underlines 
feminism as a critical approach, especially with regard to the question of knowledge 
production, legitimacy and validity. The feminist method distinguishes itself in terms of 
methodology and epistemology, and thereby addresses the two levels of my ethical questions. 
 
Ethical dilemmas – power and positionality 
Many feminists within geography and development studies deal with the dynamics of 
fieldwork, since fieldwork is often a critical aspect of the research process in these academic 
fields. This process, as argued by Regina Scheyvens and Helen Leslie (2000: 119); “can give 
rise to a plethora of ethical dilemmas relating to power gradients between the researcher and 
the researched. Combined with this are complex issues of knowledge generation, ownership 
and exploitation”. Sondra Hale’s (1991: 121) experience also tells her that feminist dilemmas 
in fieldwork are “as much ethical and personal as academic and political”. This resonates very 
well with my own experience.  
 
The issue of power is emphasised as the basis for ethical questions: “Feminist dilemmas in 
fieldwork revolve around power, often displaying contradictory, difficult, and irreconcilable 
positions for the researcher. Indeed, the power dimension is threaded throughout the 
fieldwork and post-fieldwork process (...)” (Wolf 1996: 1). This has made feminists search for 
research methods that are “sensitive to the power relations in fieldwork” and to acknowledge 
that “the researcher’s positionality and biography directly affect fieldwork” (England 1994: 
80). 
 
Since ‘power’ and ‘positionality’ are keywords in feminist approaches to fieldwork, this has 
also contributed to making these issues a visible part of research in general. The questions of 
power and positionality affect all parts of the research process but they become especially 
relevant when fieldwork is involved, where the researcher interacts directly with research 
participants in “periodic, short and intense” relationships (Nast 1994: 54).  
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To develop the understanding of the notions of ‘power’ and ‘positionality’ I will turn to 
Donna Haraway in the next section.  
 
 
Whose knowledge are we talking about? 
Feminist epistemology 
 
Feminist epistemology bears a critique of science and challenges traditional epistemologies of 
valid and ‘objective’ forms of knowledge (Moss 1993: 49). Traditional epistemologies are 
accused of being male-dominated, leaving out women’s experiences and perspectives in 
scientific studies, and are termed ‘masculinist science’ or ‘masculine epistemologies’, 
deriving from a positivist epistemology (by e.g. Harding 1987; Haraway 1988; Moss 1993). 
 
These traditional epistemologies, and Western thought in general, have been very influenced 
by the legacy of René Descartes’ philosophy treating mind and body as basic and mutually 
exclusive categories, and separating subject and object (Bondi 2002: 6). The claims of 
legitimate and valid knowledge in traditional epistemologies is based on a criterion for 
objectivity, which dictates a strict split between object and subject, and demand a distanced, 
impersonal, impartial, neutral and detached position of the researcher. The researcher is 
positioned as an omnipotent expert in control of both passive research subjects and the 
research process. The personal is reduced to a threat to objectivity that must be guarded 
against by assuming the role of a “mysterious, impartial outsider, an observer freed of 
personality and bias” (England 1994: 81). 
 
Feminist critiques have rejected the view on science as objective and value-free. They have 
mainly been inspired by the postmodernist project in the legacy of Michel Foucault of 
deconstruction, providing an understanding of knowledge as ideologically and socially 
constructed26 and therefore context dependent. This means that knowledge can never (or 
should never) be taken out of context, independent of the researcher, and made into universal 
claims. ‘Reality’ is not understood as something ‘out there’ that can be grasped directly and 
objectively by an ‘independent’ researcher. 
 
                                                 
26 Even though feminists have mostly been inspired by postmodernism on this view, it should be noted that 
others have demonstrated this argument as well. E.g. Husserl and Phenomenology argued that the scientific 
objectification is the result of an abstraction where the researcher interprets the world through his own perceptual 
framework; a phenomenological reduction (Alvesson and Sköldberg 1994: 98). 
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“The idea that there exists a world somehow separate from the subject, that is, an abstracted, 
objective world, is exposed as an assumption on which a perspectiveless knowledge is built. 
We can investigate the world only from a perspective of the contingencies of our self, which 
includes our physical, social and historical experiences. To explore the world, both 
figuratively and literally, involves the active participation of the subject as observer” 
(Domosh 1991: 482). The subject is seen as always embodied and subjectivity as always 
fractured and multiple (Bondi 2002: 6).  
 
Knowledge should basically be understood as the result of a social process, and this 
understanding of knowledge as essentially social is a common feature in the framework of 
feminist epistemologies (Tanesini 1999: 15). The research process is seen as an ongoing, 
mutual, intersubjective and dialogic encounter (Gilbert 1994: 90; England 1994: 81-82). 
 
The feminist critique of traditional epistemology and its notions of ‘objectivity’ have stated 
that this kind of objectivity is neither possible nor desirable. Instead they emphasise the 
central epistemological question of “Whose knowledge are we talking about?” (Tanesini 
1999: 16). Donna Haraway (1988) has been major contributor to placing this question on the 
agenda. 
 
 
Situating knowledges 
Donna Haraway 
 
Donna Haraway is a professor at the Department of History of Consciousness at the 
University of California. A biologist by education, her central work is in the field of techno-
science, where her writings on the cyborg, a construct of human and machine, and feminism 
and techno-science have been very influential (Haraway 1985, 1989, 1991, 1997). Her 
genealogy in science studies has its roots in the women’s health movement and in techno-
scientific issues related to women’s labour (Lykke et al. 2000b: 58). In feminist circles, her 
science critique and her contribution to feminist epistemologies, in terms of her focus on the 
embodiment, situatedness and political accountability of all knowledge claims has been a 
great inspiration. One of her most central articles in this debate is “Situated Knowledges: The 
Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective” from 1988.  
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Beyond universalism and relativism 
The article is interesting because Haraway sums up a lot of the discussions amongst scholars 
about the critique of universalist knowledge claims on the one hand, and the ‘dangers’ of the 
relativism inherent in postmodernism on the other. Many scholars, including feminists, have 
found themselves ‘trapped’ between the universalist claim of objectivity, and the postmodern 
deconstruction of all knowledge claims. Haraway is not content with this either / or 
framework for thinking about objectivity and scientific knowledge claims, and she adds an 
important contribution to the discussion by attempting to go beyond this dichotomy, which I 
shall return to. 
 
Haraway’s background in the women’s movement gives her an explicit feminist agenda. She 
situates herself as part of the imagined ‘we’, the feminists: “The imagined ‘we’ are the 
embodied others, who are not allowed not to have a body, a finite point of view, and so an 
inevitably disqualifying and polluting bias in any discussion of consequence outside our own 
little circles, where a ‘mass’-subscription journal might reach a few thousand readers 
composed mostly of science haters” (Haraway 1988: 575). 
 
Many academic fields have raised criticism of positivism and its universalist knowledge 
claims. In Haraway’s feminist critique positivistic knowledge claims are described as ‘the 
gaze from nowhere’ or ‘the god trick’; the standard mark of ‘objectivity’ by what Haraway 
perceives as masculinist science. It is a gaze that mythically inscribes all the marked bodies, 
itself remaining disembodied; that represents, while itself escaping representation. It is the 
gaze from “the unmarked positions of Man and White (…) in scientific, technological, late-
industrial, militarised, racist and male-dominant societies” (Haraway 1988: 581). It is one of 
the Western cultural narratives about objectivity, splitting mind and body, subject and object, 
creating distanced and irresponsible knowledge claims that cannot be accounted for (Haraway 
1988: 583). 
 
One of the attacks on this view from nowhere is the social constructivist thought of 
postmodernism. Haraway describes this as a ‘tempting view’ which she too has found herself 
‘trapped’ in, along with other feminists and scholars. “Recent social studies of science and 
technology, for example, have made available a very strong social constructionist argument 
for all forms of knowledge claims, most certainly and especially scientific ones” (Haraway 
1988: 576)27. According to the ‘tempting views’ of the social constructionist perspective: “no 
insider’s perspective is privileged, because all drawings of inside-outside boundaries in 
                                                 
27 Here she refers to Knorr-Cetina and Mulkay (1983); Bijker, Hughes and Pinch (1987); and Latour (1984, 
1988). 
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knowledge are theorized as power moves, not moves toward truth” (Haraway 1988: 576). 
This gives a scepticism of all knowledge claims, especially the scientists’, and strong social 
constructionism raise the question: “why should we be cowed by scientists’ descriptions of 
their activity and accomplishments; they and their patrons have stakes in throwing sand in our 
eyes” (Haraway 1988: 576). Haraway continues her presentation of the social constructionist 
perspective: “Gender, race, the world itself – all seem the effects of warp speeds in the play of 
signifiers in a cosmic force field”. “From this point of view, science – the real game in town – 
is rhetoric, a series of efforts to persuade relevant social actors that one’s manufactured 
knowledges is a route to a desired form of very objective power.” “All knowledge is a 
condensed node in an agonistic power field” (Haraway 1988: 577). But Haraway herself gets 
‘nervous’ by this radical social constructionist program and reveals her critique of it in her 
ironic writings, which also marks the starting point for her argument of the need for a new 
doctrine on objectivity:  
 
“I, and others, started out wanting a strong tool for deconstructing the truth claims of hostile 
science by showing the radical historical specificity, and so contestability, of every layer of 
the onion of scientific and technological constructions, and we end up with a kind of 
epistemological electroshock therapy, which far from ushering us into the high stakes tables 
of the game of contesting public truths, lays us out on the table with self-induced multiple 
personality disorder” (Haraway 1988: 578). 
 
Despite the ironic way of writing, this sums up quite clearly the destabilized ground where 
many feminists and other scholars have found themselves after their ride with radical social 
constructivism. This has left a lot of critique of postmodernism’s inherent relativism28. 
Feminists’ dance with postmodernism29 was spurred by the search for tools to deconstruct the 
‘doctrines of objectivity’ of ‘hostile’ science that is; the science based on ‘the gaze from 
nowhere’. But suddenly they found themselves dissolving every knowledge claim, including 
their own, and seeing the deconstructivist move render the category of ‘women’ non-existent. 
The basis of common action was removed and the agent was reduced to a passive subject in 
the texts of agonistic power moves. 
 
                                                 
28 See e.g. McDowell 1992 and Sayer and Storper 1997.   
 
29 See McNeil’s 1993 “Dancing with Foucault”, and Ramazanoglu 1993 Up agianst Foucault for a description of 
feminists’ relation with Foucaultian postmodernism. 
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A feminist doctrine of objectivity 
It is this critique of social constructivism that makes Haraway call for a feminist doctrine of 
objectivity: “Feminists have to insist on a better account of the world; it is not enough to show 
radical historical contingency and modes of construction for everything” (Haraway 1988: 
579). She surveys the major tendencies in feminist theory that respond to the question of 
objectivity, which she herself has been engaged in: Humanistic Marxism as in standpoint 
theory (Hartsock 1983), psychoanalysis and the object relations theory (Keller 1984), and 
feminist empiricism (Harding 1987). 
 
Even though postmodernism and its relativism has been seen as a tool to overcome 
universalism, Haraway points out the similarity between the two: While universalism claims 
objectivity from a distanced and unlocatable position from nowhere, “relativism is a way of 
being nowhere while claiming to be everywhere equally. The ‘equality’ of positioning is a 
denial of responsibility and critical inquiry. Relativism is the perfect mirror twin of 
totalization in the ideologies of objectivity; both deny the stakes in location, embodiment, and 
partial perspective; both make it impossible to see well. Relativism and totalization are both 
‘god tricks’ promising vision from everywhere and nowhere equally and fully, common 
myths in rhetorics surrounding Science” (Haraway 1988: 584). 
 
Continuing her argument from Harding’s notions of a ‘successor science’, she states that: 
“Feminists have stakes in a successor science project that offers a more adequate, richer, 
better account of a world, in order to live in it well and in critical, reflexive relation to our 
own as well as others’ practices of domination and the unequal parts of privilege and 
oppression that make up all positions” (Haraway 1988: 579). Here Haraway’s political 
commitment is very explicit. She does not write for epistemologies or ‘theory’ only, but for 
better accounts of the world which will strengthen the feminist political struggle against 
practices of domination. 
 
This leads her to the central question to which a new feminist doctrine of objectivity should 
be the answer: “how to have simultaneously an account of radical historical contingency for 
all knowledge claims and knowing subjects, a critical practice for recognizing our own 
‘semiotic technologies’ for making meanings, and a no-nonsense commitment to faithful 
accounts of a ‘real’ world, one that can be partially shared and that is friendly to earth wide 
projects of finite freedom, adequate material abundance, modest meaning in suffering, and 
limited happiness” (Haraway 1988: 579). 
She admits to the paradox of this question, but argues that all its components are necessary. It 
is necessary to find “some enforceable, reliable accounts of things not reducible to power 
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moves and agonistic, high-status games of rhetoric or to scientistic, positivist arrogance” 
(Haraway 1988: 580). 
She wants us to recognize the inherent power in knowledge claims, but this must not be 
allowed to become disabling, where every knowledge claim is deconstructed, including our 
own, so we end up not being able to claim anything or to act. Therefore Haraway wants 
knowledge claims that recognize the power involved, but which is not reducible to only 
power. 
 
Embodied Vision 
To move one step further than only power, she connects power to ‘vision’: “Vision is always 
a question of the power to see” (Haraway 1988: 585). Haraway insists on the embodied nature 
of all vision. This embodiment of vision facilitates the notion of knowledge as situated. 
“Feminist objectivity means quite simply situated knowledges” (Haraway 1988: 581), an 
embodied objectivity that accommodate the paradoxical and critical feminist science project 
of recognizing inherent power moves and being able to give ‘faithful accounts’ of a real 
world. Insistence on the embodiment of vision and objectivity connects them to a certain 
positionality of the subject and to a specific body in time and space. Vision and objectivity 
must be embodied “in order to name where we are and are not, in dimensions of mental and 
physical space”. “(…) objectivity turns out to be about particular and specific embodiment” 
and this gives responsibility back to the knowing subject (Haraway 1988: 582). “(…) only 
partial perspective promises objective vision” (Haraway 1988: 583). 
 
Embodiment, situatedness and position are spatialising metaphors. Vision is connected to the 
eyes that see, embodied in a limited location in space, giving a partial and situated 
perspective. Haraway describes vision as “active perceptual systems, building on translations 
and specific ways of seeing, that is, ways of life” (Haraway 1988: 583). The perceptual 
system of vision translates what we see on the basis of the situatedness of the body in a 
specific spatial frame and embedded in a specific spatial practice – a way of life. 
 
Haraway argues for a doctrine of objectivity, in between the social constructionists’ relativism 
and the feminist empirists’ reference to a ‘real’ world, where objectivity is based on “partial, 
locatable, critical knowledges sustaining the possibility of webs of connections called 
solidarity in politics and shared conversations in epistemology” (Haraway 1988: 584). She 
argues “for politics and epistemologies of location, positioning, and situating, where partiality 
and not universality is the condition of being heard to make rational knowledge claims. These 
are claims on people’s lives. I am arguing for the view from a body, always a complex, 
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contradictory, structuring and structured body, versus the view from above, from nowhere, 
from simple-city. Only the god trick is forbidden” (Haraway 1988: 589). 
 
The body, the knowing subject and self should not be viewed in terms of ‘innocent identity 
politics’, according to Haraway, since “self-identity is a bad visual system” because “we are 
not immediately present to ourselves” (Haraway 1988: 585). This argument, along with the 
idea that a semiotic-material technology is required to link meanings and bodies has been 
termed the ‘death of the subject’ by postmodernism, leaving only a passive subject deprived 
of its single ordering point of will and consciousness, left adrift in the agonistic power fields. 
This view of the subject seems ‘bizarre’ to Haraway. The idea of an ordered subject is the 
vision of the “self-satiated eye of the master subject” (Haraway 1988: 586) – the same subject 
that claims to see the world from nowhere and everywhere.  
 
She rather sees the unfixed subject as an opening, as the very point that gives diversity, 
changeability, development and communication between subjects: 
“Subjectivity is multidimensional; so, therefore, is vision. The knowing self is partial in all its 
guises, never finished, whole, simply there and original; it is always constructed and stitched 
together imperfectly, and therefore able to join with another, to see together without claiming 
to be another. Here is the promise of objectivity: a scientific knower seeks the subject 
position, not of identity, but of objectivity, that is, partial connection” (Haraway 1988: 586). 
 
This view of the unfixed subject as an opening creates the basis of Haraway’s notion of the 
subject as an active agent able to act and join with another in a real world: We are not just one 
identity – one single ordering point of will and consciousness, we cannot just ‘be’ e.g. a 
woman or colonised person if we intend to see from these positions critically. “The search for 
such a ‘full’ and total position is the search for the fetishized perfect subject of oppositional 
history” (Haraway 1988: 586). One vision in feminist theory of such a ‘full’ position is the 
essentialised ‘Third World Woman’, as criticised by Chandra Mohanty (1991). 
It is because we are not fixed in one position, but change our position, that we can see 
critically. This opens the space to be able to see from another(’s) point of view, to translate 
into another vision. The ‘split and contradictory self’ is exactly the one that can be critical to 
positionings, because we are never just one position, there and original in terms of one 
identity. This split self is the one that can “join rational conversations and fantastic 
imaginings that change history” (Haraway 1988: 586). The promise of active change of the 
world is the unfixed subject taking responsibility for its enabling practices by situating its 
knowledge claims. 
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She returns to the question of power when talking about ‘subjugated knowledges’; the vision 
from below. She claims that these knowledges hold the promise of objectivity as situated 
knowledge since they are the least potential of applying the god trick to their knowledges and 
visions. On the contrary, they are the most potential criticisers of others’ use of the god trick, 
because this is part of what holds them in their subjugated position. 
The problem is how to see from below without clinging to ideas of a romanticised ‘full’ and 
perfect position of the subjugated, such as the essentialised ‘Third World Woman’. “There is 
no immediate vision from the standpoints of the subjugated”; they are not just one identity, 
but are also ‘split and contradictory’ (Haraway 1988: 586). 
 
Along with her view on the subject, Haraway also views the ‘objects’ of knowledge as actors. 
“Situated knowledges require that the object of knowledge be pictured as an actor and agent, 
not as a screen or a ground or a resource, never finally as slave to the master that closes off 
the dialectic in his unique agency and his authorship of ‘objective’ knowledge” (Haraway 
1988: 592)30. 
The object of knowledge ‘talks back’ and take active part in the negotiation of power with the 
researcher – and this turns accounts of a ‘real’ world into a “power-charged social relation of 
‘conversation’” (Haraway 1988: 593). Acknowledging the agency of the object of knowledge 
“makes room for surprises and ironies at the heart of all knowledge production”, what 
Haraway, quite wittily, terms “the world’s independent sense of humour” (Haraway 1988: 
593). 
 
Following this line of argument where the world is not just lying there waiting to be read, 
Haraway adds, that ‘objects’ do not pre-exist as such. They are ‘boundary projects’ and their 
boundaries materialize in social interaction. Boundaries are not fixed, but shift, because of the 
multiplicity of positions of the subject –and object. Therefore; “what boundaries provisionally 
contain remains generative, productive of meanings and bodies” (Haraway 1988: 595). 
 
Haraway concludes by reminding us that: “(…) we are not in charge of the world. We just 
live here and try to strike up noninnocent conversations by means of our prosthetic devices, 
including our visualization technologies” (Haraway 1988: 594). Her doctrine of objectivity 
spells out that: “Objectivity is not about disengagement but about mutual and usually unequal 
                                                 
30 This view of the objects of knowledge / participants as active agents is a characteristic feature of feminist 
notions of the subject–object relations in scientific knowledge and research. See also Kath Browne (2003) and 
Mona Domosh (2003). But this notion is not unique for feminism: Anthony Giddens’ “double hermeneutic” 
outlines this notion of two frameworks for interpretation, namely both researcher’s and participants’ lifestyles 
and practices. 
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structuring, about taking risks in a world where ‘we’ are permanently mortal, that is, not in 
‘final’ control” (Haraway 1988: 596). 
 
A third path 
In an interview in the periodical Kvinder, Køn & Forskning, Haraway describes her own 
position as “neither a naturalist, nor a social constructionist” and that her work is “truly about 
a serious historical effort to get elsewhere” (Lykke et al. 2000a: 14). This is also evident from 
her statements in 1988, as outlined above. Even though Haraway criticizes the social 
constructionist deconstruction of everything, she still says about herself: “I am committed 
politically and epistemologically to stylistic work that makes it relatively harder to fix the 
bottom line” (Lykke et al. 2000b: 55); a commitment to a deconstruction of fixed categories. I 
see this as part of her project to get us elsewhere; that we, in Haraway’s words, see that 
“categories are not frozen. We are more inventive than that. The world is more lively than 
that, including us, and there are always more things going on than you thought; maybe less 
than there should be, but more than you thought!” (Lykke et al. 2000b: 55). 
 
Her focus on non-closure and deconstruction has lead her beyond standpoint feminism, but at 
the same time she wants to avoid the traps of relativism and nihilism. She sees her 
commitment to situated knowledges and the necessity of political accountability, as outlined 
in her article from 1988, as her contribution to the debate, as an important third path, between 
standpoint feminism and postmodern relativism (Lykke et al. 2000b: 56). 
 
Situating Haraway in fieldwork encounters  
Now, how do Haraway’s doctrine of objectivity and her implied notions of power and 
positionality inform my own fieldwork reflections? Her understandings operate at the 
epistemological level and this is where they inform my own ethical questions. I asked the 
question of how I can make valid and legitimate knowledge claims. Haraway’s proposal is her 
‘doctrine of objectivity’ arguing that knowledge must be situated. Power is connected to 
vision, for ‘vision is a question of the power to see’. Vision is embodied; we always see from 
a certain point of view – a partial perspective which is situated in time and space. Through 
‘visualization technologies’ translations are made of specific ways of seeing. In this sense 
knowledge and power is closely connected, but in Haraway’s notion this should not be 
allowed to become disabling for the subject. The subject is not passive in the play of power 
and knowledge. The inherent power must be recognized, but everything should not be 
reduced to power moves only, so every knowledge claim is deconstructed, including my own. 
This will only lead to an inability to claim anything or to act.  
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This was where I was heading after my internship in Thailand. I questioned my own ability to 
make legitimate and valid knowledge claims and being able to say anything about what I saw, 
and I even questioned my own presence. Haraway argues against such a disabling 
perspective. The subject is always able to act, to see from another perspective because we are 
not fixed. The subject is unfixed and multidimensional, and any ‘full’ identity should not be 
ascribed to the subject, where I see myself as being only one identity, one position. I am never 
just an ‘outsider’, a ‘Westerner’, an ‘expert’ or even a ‘researcher’. We are multiply 
positioned subjects, and so are participants in fieldwork. It is because I am not fixed in one 
position, as e.g. the ‘outsider’ that I am able to see from another position and see critically and 
I am able to act. The promise of active change of the world is the unfixed subject taking 
responsibility for its enabling practices by situating its knowledge claims.  
 
In the same way, participants in fieldwork should not be seen in terms of one ‘full’ identity as 
e.g. ‘Third World Women’ since they are ‘split and contradictory’ and multiply positioned. 
They are not a ‘screen’ or a ‘resource’ of knowledge, but active agents who ‘talk back’ and 
take active part in the negotiation of power with the researcher. Accounts of a ‘real’ world are 
‘power-charged social relations of ‘conversation’’, a dialogue, a negotiation.  
 
We are not ‘in final control’ of the world and therefore cannot know everything or take 
everything into account. We have to ‘take risks’ and can only speak from where we stand, and 
make partial claims to knowledge. The power involved in making these must be recognized, 
but they will always be non-innocent knowledge claims for which we must take responsibility 
and be politically accountable. Knowledge claims must be situated and embodied and 
connected to a specific way of seeing. This is the only thing we can do in order not to speak 
from ‘nowhere’ but still being able to act. This is the only way we can try to act ethically in 
regard to knowledge claims. 
 
 
Feminist approaches to the field 
Feminist methodology 
 
Haraway’s notions of situated knowledge have been an inspiration for feminist geographers’ 
approaches to fieldwork at a methodological level. These approaches are first and foremost 
concerned with the power relations and differences in power between researcher and research 
participants, and the positionality of the researcher. A concern which is even more outspoken 
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when fieldwork is involved. Reviews in geographical periodicals and feminist literature draw 
a general picture of the approaches favoured.  
 
Reflexivity – a strategy for situating knowledges 
Reflexivity is central to feminist research31, as a way to make power relations visible, and let 
go of the impartial, neutral position of the researcher. Reflexivity is seen as a strategy of 
marking knowledge as situated (Rose 1997: 305), and in this sense it is an attempt to follow 
Haraway’s doctrine of objectivity of making legitimate knowledge claims. McDowell (1992: 
409) states that: “we must recognize and take account of our own position, as well as that of 
our research participants, and write this into our research practice”. Moss (1993: 48) gives the 
same emphasis: “(...) a feminist researcher must acknowledge her own impact on the research 
process and take time to reflect on that impact”, and Nast (1994: 59) concludes that: “We 
need to listen, contextualize, and admit to the power we bring to bear as multiply-positioned 
authors of research projects”. 
Reflexivity is seen as: “(...) the self-critical sympathetic introspection and the self-conscious 
analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher (...); it induces self-discovery and can lead to 
insights and new hypotheses about the research questions” (England 1994: 82). Especially, 
reflexivity must “require careful consideration of the consequences of the interactions with 
those being investigated” (England 1994: 82). This makes reflexivity critical to the conduct of 
fieldwork, and the implied consideration and responsibility for the participants makes it a 
strategy for addressing the ethical questions raised by fieldwork in the encounter with 
participants. 
 
But how should we actually reflect on the chaotic experience of doing fieldwork? If the world 
is not lying ‘out there’ waiting only to be read and ‘reality’ can never be grasped directly, then 
what is it actually we reflect upon? Our own experience, perspectives and ideas of what we 
thought we saw, since this is the only thing we can do? Reflection is seen as ‘self-discovery’, 
but if the subject is ‘split’, ‘contradictory’ and ‘unfixed’ and is part of a world which is not 
lying ‘out there’, then reflection will rather be a self-construction than ‘self-discovery’ (Rose 
1997). The next chapter will show feminist geographers’ use of reflexivity in relation to their 
practical fieldwork experiences. 
 
                                                 
31 Reflection is not only a feature of feminist research, as many different scholars have pleaded for the necessity 
of reflexivity in the research process, see e.g. Alvesson and Sköldberg 1994. 
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A political agenda 
Reflection is emphasised as a way to become aware of power relations. But feminist 
approaches have also searched for ways of changing these power relations and hierarchical 
positions of researcher versus participants. The basis for this is the feminist political agenda. 
 
Feminist approaches to fieldwork have tried to guide the researcher to a less appropriating and 
exploitative research methodology, based on less hierarchical power relations. The methods 
used should engender critical and reflexive forms of engagement that include those typically 
excluded from research, especially women. Research becomes a politically committed way of 
contributing to emancipation and the “liberation of subjugated knowledges” (Moss 1993: 49). 
Methodologies that allow for ‘others’ to be heard and empowered through non-authoritative 
approaches are deemed preferable (Nast 1994: 58). Feminist research should be “for the 
oppressed, not simply on the oppressed. A feminist methodology must recognize the ethical 
implications of the possible exploitation of the ‘researched’ as ‘objects’ of knowledge” (Cook 
and Fonow 1990, in Moss 1993: 49).  
 
The political engagement has been one of the main points of criticism of feminist research by 
other academic scholars, since politically committed research does not follow the scientific 
criteria for ‘objectivity’ demanding neutrality, detachment and distance between the 
researcher and the research ‘object’. But feminism demands a change in society at large as 
well as in scientific research and epistemologies: “Feminism as method is not just women’s 
liberation and freedom from sexism; feminism as method expresses irrevocable challenges to 
existing ontologies, epistemologies, methodologies, and techniques of social geographic 
research. Contemplation of a feminist method is the realization of the necessity for change” 
(Moss 1993: 49).  
 
According to Pamela Moss (2002: 4), feminist politically committed research “entails close 
scrutiny and (re)politicization of all aspects of the research process – from choosing a 
research topic to selecting data collection methods, from setting a research question to 
conceptualizing theoretical constructs, and from designing a research project to presenting 
and circulating analyses”. 
 
Feminist research is supposed to be for women and should contribute to the women’s 
liberation movement by producing knowledge that could be used by the movement or the 
researched in the common project of emancipation. Therefore research and fieldwork should 
also have a “consciousness raising component, and positive impact on participants” (Gilbert 
1994: 90). Women’s experiences, lives and perspectives should be brought to the foreground 
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since they have consistently been left out of scientific studies where men’s experiences were 
supposed to represent ‘human experience’ (Gilbert 1994: 90, Moss 2002: 3). The idea of 
‘giving voice to’ women and their personal lived experiences as women is an important part 
of the political agenda, which also operates at a more abstract level dealing with general 
notions of social justice and emancipation. 
 
Women as supposed insiders 
Women researchers have been perceived by many feminists as being better able than men to 
engage in less hierarchical and thereby less exploitative research, because of their 
socialization as women in society (Gilbert 1994: 90). Because of their shared position as 
‘women’ with research participants, they have been seen as having an ‘insider’s view’ of 
other women’s lives (Gilbert 1994: 90). The shared category of ‘women’ is supposed to create 
less exploitative relationships with women participants, and methods that develop ‘shared 
meanings’ through dialogues between researcher and researched have been emphasized to 
make the researcher understand women ‘in their own terms’ and gain an ‘insider’s view’ 
(England 1994: 82). In our encounter with the Women’s NGO en El Salvador this was also 
the expectation from our participants, since we were four women investigating part of the 
women’s movement and thereby embraced by feminist ‘solidarity’. 
 
However, voices within feminism inspired by postmodernism have questioned this 
assumption of a common category of ‘women’, and have rather used the destabilization of the 
category of ‘women’ to think through feminist research (FPWG 2002: 22): “In order to 
understand experience, feminists were indeed going to have to look beyond oppressions based 
on dichotomous notions of gender (feminine/masculine) toward a complexity that values 
difference and diversity” (FPWG 2002: 23). 
 
Avoiding exploitation – the role as supplicant 
The search for less exploitative research methods have made feminists “favour the role of 
supplicant, seeking reciprocal relationships based on empathy and mutual respect, and often 
sharing their knowledge with those they research” (England 1994: 82). This creates a more 
dialogic relationship between researcher and participants, with a mutual sharing of 
knowledge. The role of supplicant is created by exposing and exploiting the dependence, and 
thereby weakness, of the researcher on those being researched for information and guidance. 
It involves the explicit acknowledgement that the knowledge of the participants is greater than 
the knowledge of the researcher. “Essentially, the appeal of supplication lies in its potential 
Feminist epistemology and methodologies in fieldwork 
 42
for dealing with asymmetrical and potentially exploitative power relations by shifting a lot of 
power over to the researched” (England 1994: 82).  
 
 
The next chapter will turn to feminist geographers’ attempts to follow these ‘prescripts’ of the 
feminist approaches in their own fieldwork. This has given rise to some criticism and 
frustrations. 
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Chapter 4 
Personal fieldwork reflections 
 
 
An important part of my analysis of feminist approaches to fieldwork, its ethical questions 
and theoretical understandings are the personal narratives of feminist geographers, which will 
be presented in this chapter (England 1994; Gilbert 1994; Katz 1994; Rose 1997; Townsend 
1995; Scheyvens and Leslie 2000). Taking their point of departure in their personal 
experiences in the field, they reflect upon the questions and dilemmas that arose from their 
fieldwork process. This leads them to different perspectives on how to deal with the ethical 
questions, a discussion which takes place at a theoretical level. It is in their theoretical 
understandings that I find inspiration to deal with the ethics from my own fieldwork 
experience and change my outlook. The theoretical understandings of the central notions of 
‘the field’ and its implied notions of ‘power’, ‘positionality’ and ‘insider / outsider’ develop 
through their contributions. Still, they also write and reflect within the framework of feminist 
epistemologies and methodologies, as outlined in chapter 3, but their reflections take this 
debate further.  
 
The feminist geographers’ central contribution is their use of spatial metaphors to outline their 
theoretical understandings of ‘the field’, which can be seen as a turning point, away from the 
more material concept of space in geography, seeing ‘the field’ as a naturalised ‘place’ that 
the researcher ‘go to’. The texts from The Professional Geographer 46 (1994) on “Women in 
the field” became influential in changing this perception of ‘the field’. Three of my chosen 
texts are from this issue (Katz 1994; England 1994; Gilbert 1994). The view of ‘the field’ 
they present is that of a social terrain that the researcher is always present in and that its 
social, political, and spatial boundaries shift with changing circumstances. This also implies 
that ‘the field’ is seen as a place where the researcher is always in a space of ‘betweenness’, in 
which one is neither an ‘insider’ nor an ‘outsider’ in any absolute sense.  
 
In general, the chosen texts are the ones I find most central in the debate, for either one or 
both of two reasons: The conclusions and arguments in the texts are some of the feminist 
reflections that are often referred to by other feminist writers. This is the case with the texts 
from The Professional Geographer 46 (1994). Janet Townsend’s reflections in her book: 
“Women’s voices from the rainforest” (1995) can also be seen in this light, since her very 
explicit and thoroughly reflected fieldwork, clearly outlining the inherent power relations and 
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her own positionality, mark her book as a pioneer work taking a feminist approach to 
geographic fieldwork. Secondly, I find the chosen texts central because they have aided and 
broadened my own reflections and understanding of the ethical questions and theoretical 
notions related to fieldwork. 
 
Some of the fieldwork experiences have taken place in ‘Third World’ settings, others in the 
researchers’ own hometown in the ‘First World’, doing research within geography or 
development studies. The inclusion of both ‘outside’ and ‘home’ settings gives some 
perspectives on the influence of the outside ‘Third World’ setting on their experience and 
questions raised, and the somewhat blurry boundaries between the ‘First World’ and the 
‘Third World’. 
 
In line with the feminist approach of ‘giving voice’ to personal experiences, I will let the 
feminist geographers speak in this first part of the chapter, through my interpretation. This 
review will be followed by a general discussion of their theoretical understandings, from 
where I will see how their theoretical understandings have contributed to my own reflections. 
 
 
“Should we do this kind of research at all?” 
Kim England 
 
In her article “Getting Personal: Reflexivity, Positionality, and Feminist Research” from the 
Professional Geographer 46 (1994), Kim England32 deals with some key ethical questions 
facing researchers with regard to the nature of power relations between researcher and 
researched, especially when doing research about marginalized groups. Her own ‘failed’ 
research is the starting point for her reflections; a research project where she perceived her 
own position as clearly marked as an outsider in relation to her intended research participants, 
based on sexual differences. Sexuality is just one of the differences than can differentiate 
researcher and participants. The differentiation between ‘First World Researcher’ and ‘Third 
World Women / participants’ can lead to the same kind of outsider position with its enclosed 
set of ethical questions, as it did in my own case. Therefore I see England’s conclusions as 
highly relevant to the general discussion about relations between researcher and participants, 
and the insider and outsider roles. 
                                                 
32 Kim England is an Associate Professor of Geography and Adjunct Professor of Women Studies at the 
University of Washington. 
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England had planned a research project on the lesbian communities in Toronto, her own home 
town. She wanted to explore how lesbian identities are constructed in and through space, with 
regard to the lesbian communities’ spatial patterns and the sociospatial implications and 
political consequences of their particular form of urban restructuring (England 1994: 83). But 
different factors made her very sceptical to her own research project: Knowing that lesbian 
communities were still victim of social stigmatization in heterosexist and homophobic North 
America, would it then be ethical to identify the place of study in her research? Herself being 
a heterosexual white female researcher, how should she deal with the complicated layering 
and interweaving of power relations between herself, her Afro-Carribian lesbian research 
assistant and her lesbian participants? And how should she deal with the fact that her phone 
calls to some of her main informants were not returned? (England 1994: 83-84) 
 
This made her ask the question of whether her research interest was just an expression of the 
process of fetichizing an exotic and different ‘other’, spurred by the postmodernist celebration 
of ‘otherness’. Could she be accused of ‘academic voyeurism’ and ‘neoimperialism’, because 
of the fact that she was an outsider who wanted to get a partial insight of the exotic ‘other’, 
the insiders, and thereby would be appropriating the voices of ‘the other’? (England 1994: 
84).  
 
England never finds any useful answers and her self critical reflections lead her to abandoning 
her research project all together. 
 
England’s concern finds its origin in the feminist approach to an ethical conduct of fieldwork, 
as outlined in chapter 3. This approach puts some constraints on England planned fieldwork. 
She saw herself as clearly marked as an outsider to the lesbian communities, the lesbians 
being the insiders and the perceived ‘other’. These differences seem clearly marked from the 
outset by England and an insuperable distance is created. This locks her into the insider / 
outsider dichotomy and even a phone not ringing becomes a reinforcement of this perception. 
Of course, from this locked position there can never be any ‘reciprocal relationship based on 
empathy and mutual respect’, no ‘insider’s view’ will be gained, and ‘asymmetrical and 
potentially exploitative power relations’ will be difficult to change. Because of her adherence 
to the feminist approach, England has to take the consequence and give up her research 
project.  
 
But in her reflection of the failed research, she also becomes sceptical of the feminist 
approach. She argues that: “adopting the role of a supplicant may make it too easy for the 
researcher to ‘submerge the instrumental and exploitative elements of participant observation 
Personal fieldwork reflections 
 46
beneath a wave of altruistic intent’” (England 1994: 85, with reference to Smith 1988: 22). In 
my opinion, this could also very easily lead to a romanticised view of the ‘insiders’ voices’ of 
the marginalised group being researched. England continues her harsh critique: “In fact, 
exploitation and possibly betrayal are endemic to fieldwork. This is not to say that the 
research experience is always a negative one for the researched (...) Despite this I think that 
fieldwork might actually expose the researched to greater risk and might be more intrusive 
and potentially more exploitative than more traditional methods (...). Indeed I am concerned 
that appropriation (even if it is ‘only’ textual appropriation) is an inevitable consequence of 
fieldwork” (England 1994: 85-86). 
 
The asymmetrical and potentially exploitative power relations are inherent to fieldwork and 
“recognizing or even being sensitive to these power relations does not remove them” 
(England 1994: 85). This undermines the idea of the possibility of ‘shifting a lot of power 
over to the researched’. The power to do this does not rest in the hands of the researcher only.  
 
England’s own arguments narrow down her possibilities for acting, one by one. She 
concludes that the researcher has to accept responsibility for the research and the ‘intrusions’ 
on participant’s lives. Furthermore the researcher has to recognize the inherently hierarchical 
research relationship as part and parcel of the role of the researcher. Using reflexivity can 
create more awareness of power relations, but it will not remove them. Haraway’s plead for 
recognizing the involved power and taking responsibility of one’s non-innocent and partial 
knowledge as the basis for acting, shines through.  
 
The inevitability of unequal power relations in fieldwork leads her to the ultimate question of 
whether we should be doing this kind of research at all? (England 1994: 86). This perspective 
bears similar traits with the disabling relativism that Haraway wanted to go beyond. At this 
point, England seems to have reduced everything to ‘power moves’, which the subject is a 
passive part of. There is no space for acting or manoeuvring.  
 
She lets her doubts of the answers to her questions take the lead and she returns to the 
‘rejected’ reflexivity in her conclusions: “In essence I am arguing for a geography in which 
intersubjectivity and reflexivity play a central role (...) a more reflexive geography must 
require careful consideration of the consequences of the interactions with those being 
investigated” (England 1994: 82). She falls back on Haraway’s notions of partiality and 
suggests: “that we approach the unequal power relations in the research encounter by 
exposing the partiality of our perspective” (England 1994: 86). So even if reflection will not 
change the power relations involved and ethical questions of ‘appropriation’ will still arise, 
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this is still her best suggestion, if we want to do research involving fieldwork with ‘others’, to 
whom we are ‘outsiders’.  
 
Her reflections take a turn and end in a notion of ‘the field’, which I see as one of her most 
interesting contributions to the debate. She moves on from the perspectiveless view of the 
researcher as permanent ‘outsider’ and exploiter because of rigid power relations. Her view of 
‘the field’ encompass the central metaphor of ‘betweenness’: “We do not conduct fieldwork 
on the unmediated world of the researched, but on the world between ourselves and the 
researched” (England 1994: 86). An opening is created to once again venture into ‘the field’ 
to do fieldwork: “So, should I decide to pursue my research project on the lesbian community, 
it will be in the full knowledge that I cannot speak for them and not myself. What I will be 
studying is a world that is already interpreted by people who are living their lives in it and my 
research would be an account of the ‘betweenness’ of their world and mine” (England 1994: 
87). She is provided with a vision of ‘the field’ that reflects a field which is constantly 
changing, where any ‘full’ identity or position should not be ascribed to either researcher or 
participants:  
 
“The openness and culturally constructed nature of the social world, peppered with 
contradictions and complexities, needs to be embraced not dismissed. This means that ‘the 
field’ is constantly changing and that researchers may find that they have to manoeuvre 
around unexpected circumstances. The result is research where the only inevitability seems to 
be unreliability and unpredictability. This, in turn, ignites the need for a broader, less rigid 
conception of the ‘appropriate’ method that allows the researcher the flexibility to be more 
open to the challenges of fieldwork” (England 1994: 81, from Hondagneu-Sotelo 1988; and 
Opie 1992). 
 
 
An insider’s view? 
Melissa Gilbert 
 
Melissa Gilbert33 supports some of England’s arguments and conclusions in her article in the 
Professional Geographer 46 (1994) “The politics of location: Doing Feminist Research at 
                                                 
33 Melissa Gilbert is an Associate Professor of Geography and Urban Studies at Temple University, 
Philadelphia. 
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‘Home’”. She did research with women in her own home town, but this did not grant her with 
any ‘insider’s view’ and she seemed to stay in an inevitable position as an ‘outsider’ in a 
hierarchical relationship. 
 
Gilbert’s first fieldwork experience that started her reflections was when she interviewed 
working class women in Worcester, Massachusetts, as a research assistant. Because of the 
perceived difference between participants and herself, in terms of difference in material status 
and opportunities, she felt discomfort and guilt. To reduce the discomfort she tried to negate 
her privilege and to ‘fit in’ with participants, by e.g. chain smoking through interviews (as did 
most of her informants), and making sure that they knew that she too lived “on the rough side 
of town” (Gilbert 1994: 91). 
 
For her dissertation she did semi-structured, open-ended interviews, of two hours duration, 
with “95 African American, Latino, Vietnamese, and Anglo low-income working women 
with children” (Gilbert 1994: 91). Her research objective was to examine the role of networks 
in women’s attempts to find a job, child care, and a housing solution. For this research she 
had an explicitly feminist and anti-racist agenda: She saw her participants as collaborators 
(rather than research ‘objects’), and she attempted to ‘give back’ something to the 
participating women by forwarding information and results, and acting as a facilitator for a 
support group to create a women’s network. Yet, again she felt discomfort. She decided that 
feeling guilt was useless and probably patronizing.  But she still felt uncomfortable with the 
women and her rationale that she was ‘giving back’ something to them directly (Gilbert 1994: 
91). Her uncomfortable feeling was based on the feminist approach to fieldwork, which she, 
like England, became quite sceptical of in her post-fieldwork reflections. 
 
Her critique is directed at two basic assumptions in feminist fieldwork methodology. The first 
one is the assumption that women researcher’s have an ‘insider’s view’ when doing fieldwork 
with women. This implies an idea of a universal category of ‘woman’ with common traits and 
qualities. Gilbert’s experience talked to the contrary: “My lived experiences were so 
completely different from the women that I interviewed that I would not consider myself an 
‘insider’ despite the fact that I was doing my research on women who lived in the same city as 
I” (Gilbert 1994: 92). 
 
Feminist critique, primarily postmodern, has addressed the idea of ‘women’ was one set 
category, instead arguing for the need to deconstruct the myth of a ‘universal’ woman or 
man34. What is interesting here is that much of the critique of the idea that female researchers 
                                                 
34 See e.g. Mohanty (1991). 
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were insiders to other women’s lives has been directed at ‘First World’ women conducting 
research on ‘Third World’ women (Patai 1991). The differences between ‘First World’ 
women and ‘Third World’ women can be seen as clearly marked, keeping the researcher in a 
permanent outsider position, which will appear from the narrative of Janet Townsend later in 
this chapter. This would argue for researchers to carry out research with more equally 
positioned and like-minded groups of participants. Gilbert and England looked for 
participants in their own home towns, but felt as much as outsiders as in a ‘Third World’ 
context: “The fact that I was not doing my research in the ‘Third World’ or in any other 
country, and yet felt like an ‘outsider’ suggests that we need to question the assumptions 
underlying much ‘feminist’ methodology” (Gilbert 1994: 92). 
 
Besides the need to question the assumptions of feminist methodology, this also clearly states 
that fieldworkers face much of the same problematic and ethical questions whether the 
fieldwork is conducted in the ‘Third World’, ‘First World’ or even one’s own home town35. 
The insider / outsider question and the unequal power relations remain ever relevant. 
 
The second assumption of feminist fieldwork methodology that Gilbert criticizes is the notion 
of objectivity, where the feminist framework emphasize that the researcher should be visible 
in the whole research process, also in relation to participants in the actual fieldwork situation. 
Gilbert’s conclusion is that some level of objectification, in the positivist sense of the term, is 
ultimately present in the research process and that this objectification may not be undesirable 
(Gilbert 1994: 93). This is due to the fact that her qualitative fieldwork methods “places 
research subjects at grave risk of manipulation and betrayal” by the researcher (Stacey 1991: 
113), and because “I am not sure, however, that what I did was any better or any different 
from objectifying the researched” (Gilbert 1994: 93). “... the advantages one gains from using 
a qualitative interview method does not negate the power dynamics inherent in the research 
process, nor does it allow us to ignore the difficult moral questions that we must face when 
doing this kind of research” (Gilbert 1994: 94). 
 
Her point is not that we should give up research, but rather that there is a “need to examine 
more critically our feminist research methods in terms of the unequal power relationships on 
                                                                                                                                                        
 
35 Kath Browne (2003) makes an interesting contribution to this debate: She did fieldwork in her own hometown 
with her own friends, all of them part of the lesbian community. Still, she did not feel as an ‘insider’ to their 
lives and complex insider / outsider positions and hierarchical power relations still reigned. She concludes that 
“one can be both an ‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’, same and different. (...) none of us are always and forever either 
insiders or outsiders. Our multiple subjectivities allow us to be both (...) simultaneously, and to shift back and 
forth” (Browne 2003: 136, see also Acker 2001). 
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which the research process necessarily rests” (Gilbert 1994: 90) and recognize that every 
method has its shortcomings (Gilbert 1994: 95). 
 
 
Everywhere in ‘the field’ 
Cindi Katz 
 
In Cindi Katz’36 article “Playing the Field: Questions of Fieldwork in Geography” in the 
Professional Geographer 46 (1994), she scrutinizes the questions raised by her own fieldwork 
experiences over the last 10 years. Her account can be read as a personal narrative, a 
theoretical contribution and a political statement. Her theoretical perspectives emanates from 
her notion of ‘the field’, which elaborates on England’s (1994) perspectives.  
 
Katz views ‘the field’ as a constitution of discursive and spatial practices, infused by power, 
why she terms them ‘fields of power’ (Katz 1994: 69). The ‘field’ should not be seen as a 
physical designated ‘field’ in terms of ‘a place’ that the researcher enters when going on 
fieldwork. It is rather a social terrain that the researcher is always present in: “I am always, 
everywhere, in ‘the field’ (...). This task requires recognition that as an ethnographer and as a 
woman my subject position is constituted in spaces of betweenness” (Katz 1994: 72). 
 
Katz’ perspective includes different fields of power: ‘The field site itself’; and ‘the academic 
field’, dealing with the “power to define or legitimate a field of inquiry” (Katz 1994: 69). 
According to Gillian Rose (1997: 310), Katz’ spatializing of power by marking it as ‘fields’, 
turns her understanding of power into a landscape that can be viewed by the researcher. The 
distinction between different fields of power structures the operations of power into a micro- 
and macro-scale: The micro-scale operations of the actual fieldwork between researcher and 
participants, and the macro-scale power moves between researcher and the audience in the 
academic field. 
 
A central point for Katz is the boundaries and borders drawn to outline ‘the field’: The 
borders between ‘the research’ and everyday life; research and politics; the operations of 
                                                 
36 Cindi Katz is a professor of geography in environmental psychology and women’s studies at the Graduate 
Center of the City University of New York (http://www.blackwellpublishing.com/book.asp?ref=1405111348). 
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research and research itself; ‘the scholar’ and subject; ‘the fieldwork’ and doing fieldwork; 
‘the field’ and the non-field; the researcher and the participant.  
She argues for the artificiality of these boundaries, stating that “we are always already in the 
field – multiply positioned actors, aware of the partiality of all our stories and the artifice of 
the boundaries drawn in order to tell them” (Katz 1994: 67). Here she builds on Haraway’s 
doctrine of objectivity: we acknowledge ourselves as ‘multidimensional subjects’, seeing 
from a partial perspective; and we act on this basis, telling our stories, drawing our boundaries 
in social interaction. Katz’ emphasis on the artificiality of boundary drawing practices turns 
these practices into exercises of power. A ‘power move’ that positions the subject within a 
given space, but it is an active subject: “’We’ – ethnographers – define a site of inquiry that is 
necessarily artificial in its separations from geographical space and the flow of time” (Katz 
1994: 67).  
However, Katz is confronted with a dilemma: She wants us to recognize the artificiality of the 
borders drawn and at the same time she recognizes our need to live by these borders “in order 
to accomplish something, however partial and incomplete, to avoid paralysis, cynicism, the 
‘waste’ of our training, skills, and talents” (Katz 1994: 67). Haraway’s statement of purpose is 
apparent from this dilemma. Haraway also wants us to recognize the relativism of boundary 
drawing practices as power moves, and she asks for ‘faithful accounts of a real world’ in 
order to be able to act.  
 
Katz’ discussion of the dilemma leads her to an emphasis on the need for social scientists to 
inhabit the difficult and inherently unstable space of betweenness37 in order to engage in 
rhetorical, empirical and strategic displacements that gives clear politics to act on, in order to 
work against the “forces of oppression” (capitalism, racism, patriarchy) (Katz 1994: 67, 72). 
According to Haraway (1988: 586) it is exactly because subjectivity is multidimensional that 
we are able to be critical, to see from another point of view and translate into another vision. 
If we were only one identity, this one point would be our only point of view. But we are not 
fixed. We are inherently in Katz’ space of betweenness from where we, in Katz’ terms, 
engage in displacements in order to act politically and critically: “I am always a gendered, 
historically constituted social and political actor who works as a social scientist and teacher. I 
am always, everywhere, in ‘the field’”(Katz 1994: 72). 
 
Displacement is, however, not the goal for Katz but rather a necessity for the subject to be 
able to manoeuvre in the ‘fields of power’. In her final conclusion she even views the subject 
                                                 
37 See also Katz 1992.  
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as being able to learn not to displace38, which I shall return to. She especially addresses the 
‘double displacement’ of first conversating in the field and then to the field, referring to the 
two fields of power in focus: the actual field site and the academic field: “Ethnographers are 
displaced persons – first to see, then to speak. One goes to the field as a kind of ‘stranger’, 
and draws on that status to see difference and ask questions that under other circumstances 
might seem (even more) intrusive, ignorant, or inane to those who answer them. The answers, 
and what one makes of them, have currency in other sites of enunciation – journals, 
classrooms, conference halls – that the ethnographer travels to with the scholarly equivalent 
of war stories” (Katz 1994: 68). Her criticism of the ‘academic field’ is quite obvious here, 
which is also evident from her personal narrative. 
 
Katz’ own fieldwork was carried out in rural Sudan and in east Harlem, New York, her own 
hometown. The focus of her study was the relations between production and social 
reproduction under conditions of significant political-economic change, and issues of 
children’s marginalization by forces of capitalism (Katz 1994: 68). This research agenda has 
an explicitly feminist and Marxist political agenda and Katz’ political commitment is the 
central core of her reflections. 
 
In Sudan she describes herself as an ‘autonomous’ researcher, in terms of not being directly 
affiliated with any group or project (Katz 1994: 68). Still, she was introduced in the village 
chosen for her study by the social workers associated with the state-sponsored agricultural 
project, whose impact she was studying, and the house she was staying in belonged to one of 
the wealthier families with ties to both the agricultural project and the Sudanese Socialist 
Party. So after all, she was not ‘autonomous’ in all senses. Her reflection of this is summed up 
into her comment: “While these dynamics did not impede my project in any apparent way, 
they had obvious and subtle impacts upon my work that are impossible to fully determine due 
to the historical and geographical situatedness of field research” (Katz 1994: 69). It is not 
possible, through reflection, to become aware of all the power relations involved or their 
impact. 
 
In New York she also had an independent research agenda, but she worked as a member of a 
project39 carried out by members of the Committee for Cultural Studies at the Graduate 
                                                 
38 By displacement she means “a conscious movement from one position or site to another. The implications of 
the term include notions of uprooting, loosening, disturbing, and dislodging” (Katz 1994: 72). This definition of 
the term makes displacement embodied, following the subject from one position to another within mental or 
physical time and space. 
 
39 The CAMEO project: “Community, Autobiography, Memory, Ethnography, and Organization” (Katz 1994: 
69).  
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School of the City University of New York, where she was employed. This project had a very 
political agenda and built on a common political ground between researchers and participants 
from the community (Katz 1994: 69). 
 
She presents her choice of fieldwork settings as very deliberate – at least very reflected, and it 
is evident that she feels she needs to justify her choices, and she concludes that: “I remain 
uneasy with my choice” (Katz 1994: 70): Did Sudan still have “the very least traces of 
exoticism”, did she do the research just to promote her own career, and was it really of any 
benefit to the participants? (Katz 1994: 70). At a point she even concludes that “(...) these 
field projects all have probably been more beneficial to me than to them” (Katz 1994: 72). 
 
The two different settings had the same overall research agenda and the choice of both a 
‘Third World’ setting and her own home city, New York, enabled her to tell a story, not about 
marginalization of “those poor people” (Sudan), but of “the systemic predations of global 
economic restructuring” (Katz 1994: 68). Her inclusion of New York justifies her research; it 
keeps her from essentializing the ‘Third World’ context (herself being a ‘First World’ 
researcher). Her choice of New York also limited the possible accusations of ‘exoticism’, but 
she is aware that even in New York she is not an insider: “Still, Harlem is not my home. I am 
neither working class nor Latino. I questioned my need to keep this edge of distance in my 
project – weren’t we always already in the field; couldn’t I do this work on my own block? 
Yes” (Katz 1994: 70). She still needs justification of her choice of research sites, and it seems 
like, to her, the most ‘legitimate’ choice of research site would have been her own block. The 
feminist criteria for fieldwork methodology and the need to be an insider to research 
participants shines through40. 
 
The concern for the research setting also reveals the cross-cutting issues regarding the power 
and positionality connected to fieldwork. She seemed uneasy with her choice of Sudan 
because she was an outsider studying an exotic ‘other’. But even in her own home city New 
York, she did not feel at home, or as any insider.  
 
In Katz’ case, what gives her the final legitimacy of her research and fieldwork is her political 
commitment to changing relations of domination and oppression: “My research, fuelled by 
feminist and Marxist concerns, was born of a commitment to social change that promised 
greater political-economic equity, social justice, and cultural freedom as well as widened 
                                                 
40 To me this standpoint seems rather provocative. I imagine what would happen if all researchers only studied 
“their own block”. This would serve quite on the contrary of the feminist project, since most research then would 
be on white, middle-class men’s worlds. 
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access to the means of existence and basic rights. I understood (and understand) what I was 
doing as part of a project that would help move disparate social groups toward these goals in 
confrontation with sources of oppression and dominations that were indeed global”. “(...) the 
interstices of the global connections were the political ground of my research and justified for 
me its focus on a different ‘local’ than my own” (Katz 1994: 70). 
 
Her adherence to politically engaged action research makes her call for a greater integration 
of academic research and action research to be able to act politically. From her own 
involvement in different action research projects she regrets their lack of currency in the 
academy despite their practical success on the ground, and this regret bears an implicit 
critique of the ‘academic field’: “We have theories about theory and practice, but practice 
takes a beating in the high stakes debates of academia. I am enough of a ‘wannabe’ that I have 
silenced myself on these grounds” (Katz 1994: 71). “In those cases where ‘benefits’ have 
accrued to participants in tangible ways, (...) the scholarly currency of the work has been 
ambiguous at best” (Katz 1994: 72). 
 
It is from this standpoint that she makes her conclusion that “I am always, everywhere, in ‘the 
field’. My practice as a politically engaged geographer – feminist, Marxist, anti-racist – 
requires that I work on many fronts – teaching, writing, and non-academic based practice – 
not just to expose power relations but to overcome them” (Katz 1994: 72). The ‘fields’ she 
operates in are both within the academy and in the fields where she can take action as a 
politically engaged geographer doing applied action research. This makes her operate in 
spaces of betweenness, from a position where she is “neither inside nor outside” (Katz 1994: 
72). 
 
This brings her to her conclusion: “From such a standpoint it may be possible to frame 
questions that are at once of substantive and theoretical interest as well as of practical 
significance to those with whom we work. By operating within these multiple contexts all the 
time, we may begin to learn not to displace or separate so as to see and speak, but to see, be 
seen, speak, listen and be heard in the multiply determined fields that we are everywhere, 
always in. In this way we can build a politics of engagement and simultaneously practice 
committed scholarship” (Katz 1994: 72).  
 
Her conclusion reflects a view of the subject, and the power relations it is involved in, can be 
centralised to a position, where it is not ‘displaced’ or ‘separate’. This subject should speak 
and take action from a position of political commitment. In Katz’ vision this is one way of 
dealing with the ethical questions of research and fieldwork. 
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Difference, distance – and between 
Gillian Rose 
 
Gillian Rose41 explores reflexivity as a strategy for marking geographical knowledges as 
situated in her article “Situating knowledges: positionality, reflexivities and other tactics” 
(1997). I have chosen to include her perspectives at this point in my analysis because she has 
some interesting viewpoints on ‘reflection’ as a way to situate knowledge and become aware 
of the power involved, and because part of her article is addressed to Katz’ notion of ‘fields of 
power’. Rose’s theoretical reflections begin with her personal narrative of one of her own 
fieldwork experiences.  
 
She narrates a small incident that occurred during one of her in-depth interviews. She was 
sitting in a café conducting an interview with a Scottish, working class man, herself being a 
British researcher. A friend of his passes by and he laughs and says: “look, I’m being 
interviewed for Radio 4”. Radio 4 is a national station of the British Broadcasting 
Corporation, and Rose wondered about the many possibilities of interpreting his joke: “Was 
his joke a reference to the middle-class Englishness of my accent? If, so was the joke a sign of 
our different ‘positions’? But does he like Radio 4’s Englishness? And how do any of these 
possibilities relate to how the interview went?” (Rose 1997: 306). Rose’s uncertainty about 
what it meant bothered her. How could she write it into her research, as prescribed by the 
feminist approach, when she did not know what it meant? 
 
Her article is written from a sense of failure with the feminist approach of trying to gain a 
‘full’ understanding of the researcher, the researched and the research context and the power 
relations involved, through reflection. This kind of reflection she found “impossible” (Rose 
1997: 305). ‘Transparent reflexivity’ is the term used by Rose for this kind of reflexivity. 
 
The notion of power involved in transparent reflexivity, views power as something 
comprehensible and knowable that can be laid out before the researcher in ordered structures, 
on micro- or macro scale as a landscape that can be read, and here she launches her attack on 
Katz’ ‘fields of power’. According to Rose, Katz views power as something that can be 
viewed from a detached position outside power, and if only we reflect enough, power will 
appear clearly as a landscape that can be read. Rose’s disagreement with this notion of power 
                                                 
41 Gillian Rose is a Professor of Cultural Geography at The Open University, UK 
(http://www.open.ac.uk/socialsciences/staff/grose/info.html). 
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shows her own position as inspired by postmodernism42; seeing the subject as embedded in 
power and not being able to position itself outside power43. 
 
Rose’s point is that the placement of the researcher in a detached position outside power, and 
the view on power as something knowable turns feminists’ demand for transparent reflexivity 
into a ‘goddess trick’ that is no better or different from the ‘god trick’ of positivist science 
(Rose 1997: 311). This stems from the inherent contradiction in transparent reflexivity: In the 
reflection, the researcher situates both herself and the participants in the same landscape of 
power, as the context of the field research. “However, the researched must be placed in a 
different position from the researcher since they are separate and different from her. 
Differences between researcher and researched are imagined as distances in this landscape of 
power” (Rose 1997: 312). The positionality of the researcher and researched are determined 
on the basis of who is ‘higher or lower’, who has ‘more or less power, who is the ‘insider’ and 
the ‘outsider’. The (ever present) difference between researcher and participants is understood 
as distance, which is an effect of the material and analytic power of the researcher.  
 
As seen from some of the previous examples and my own questioning of the ethics involved 
in my fieldwork, the perspective that fieldwork and research is inherently ‘exploitative’ tends 
to view participants of research as having ‘less’ power, being in a ‘lower’ position, or as 
‘victims’. The distance between researcher and participants is reinforced by the perspective 
that the researcher is in an unchangeable position as the ‘outsider’ versus the ‘insider’ 
participants. Reflections of fieldwork dealing with ‘Third World women’ in ‘Third World’ 
contexts often incline to this perspective, as debated and criticized by Chandra Mohanty 
(1991). She has criticised the Western, white feminist essentializing of ‘women’ and 
‘women’s experiences’, and have accused Northern scholars of representing ‘women in the 
South’ as an undifferentiated ‘other’44, oppressed by both gender and ‘Third World’ 
underdevelopment. She argues that these views assume a homogeneous notion of ‘Third 
                                                 
42 About her own position she states that: “I share those feminist, postcolonial and post-Marxist critiques which 
argue that all knowledge is produced in specific circumstances and that those circumstances shape it in some 
way” (Rose 1997: 305). 
 
43 See e.g. Foucault (1980: 141-142): ”It seems to me that power is ‘always already there’, that one is never 
‘outside’ it, that there are no ‘margins’ from those who break with the system to gambol in.” 
 
44 The notion of ‘otherness’ has been promoted by Edward Said (1978) in his book Orientalism, where he 
demonstrates that the ‘Mystic Orient’ is represented and contained by the dominant framework of European 
thought and imagery, which serve to legitimize European hegemony. The ‘orient’ is a product of the European 
imagination and the European sense of self is predicated on this created ‘other’. The feminist scholars I use do, 
however, not refer directly to Said, and they rather talk within the notions of insider / outsider, which can also be 
seen as contained in the notions of ‘otherness’ and its distinction between ‘us’ and ‘the other’. 
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World women’ as being “ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-
oriented, victimized”, which is in contrast “to the (implicit) self-representation of Western 
women as educated, as modern, as having control over their own bodies and sexualities, and 
the freedom to make their own decisions” (Mohanty 1991: 56). These views could also be 
traced in the expectations of my study group before we ventured to El Salvador, only to find 
out that our ‘Third World women’ participants were well-educated researchers that were very 
articulate and politically conscious actors.  
 
Returning to Rose’s argument, it is the emphasis on distance between the researcher and 
participants (the ‘First World woman’ versus the ‘Third World woman’) that sets the trap of 
the “god’s-eye view from nowhere”, a “goddess-trick” (Rose 1997: 313): “Thus, in this 
reflexive landscape of power, the relationship between researcher and researched can only be 
mapped in one of two ways: either as a relationship of difference, articulated through an 
objectifying distance; or as a relationship of sameness, understood as the researcher and 
researched being in the same position. The contradiction is that the latter is impossible while 
the former is unacceptable. Situating knowledge through transparent reflexivity thus gives no 
space to understanding across difference” (Rose 1997: 313). If the researcher is always 
perceived in a position as ‘outsider’, creating a distance based on the perceived differences in 
power, then dialogue and understanding will never be obtained and I will find no way of 
dealing with my ethical questions. 
 
There are, however, other ways of reflecting and Rose finds a possible approach in her own 
interpretation of the notion of ‘betweenness’, as proposed by Katz (1994) and England 
(1994). In this notion she finds ways of manoeuvring between the outlined researcher-
participants positions. That there is something to manoeuvre between still indicates that 
difference is connected to distance. But at the same time, the position of betweenness also 
questions this distance and produces a spatiality of displacement (Rose 1997: 313). The 
notion of betweenness makes the borders drawn and the fields of power far more blurry and 
unknowable. The researcher stays positioned in the middle of the ‘messy’ research field, 
entangled in power, and do not move to a detached position outside power, being the 
permanent ‘outsider’ or ‘insider’ to the researched, but moves around somewhere in between. 
It is these kinds of understandings of power and positionality that Rose is asking for, where 
researchers position themselves in spaces different from the ‘landscapes of power’. 
 
The kind of reflexivity Rose is asking for in her interpretation of how to situate knowledge, is 
illustrated by use of Fiona Smith (1996: 165) who demands: ”that differences, tensions and 
conflicts are explored, not as problems, but as spaces of conceptual and indeed political 
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opportunities and negotiations”. This changes the understanding of power into “a view of 
power as punctured by gaps precariously bridged”. “The authority of academic knowledge is 
put into question not by self-conscious positioning but by gaps that give space to, and are 
affected by, other knowledges” (Rose 1997: 315). Rose’s suggestion for a different kind of 
reflexivity is that we: “inscribe into our research practices some absences and fallibilities 
while recognizing that the significance of this does not rest entirely in our own hands” (Rose 
1997: 319). We cannot become aware of everything but should rather be concerned with the 
gaps of our knowledge, knowing that we are a part of a larger context whose influence does 
not rest entirely in our own hands. 
 
 
Now I would like to turn to two contributions in the debate that have a direct focus at the 
‘Third World’ setting in which their fieldwork was carried out. They reveal two quite 
opposing views on the influence of a ‘Third World’ setting on the ethical questions that can 
be raised by fieldwork. The first narrative is that of Janet Townsend which displays many 
traits of the view criticized by Rose (1997) and Mohanty (1991), seeing the researcher 
positioned as a powerful outsider, within the dichotomy of ‘First World’ researcher and 
‘Third World women’ participants. 
 
 
The permanent outsider 
Janet Townsend 
 
Janet Townsend’s45 book “Women’s voices from the rainforest” (1995) was one of the first 
books recommended to me and read on the issue of feminist fieldwork reflections. I have kept 
returning to the book, because in Townsend’s reflections – and frustrations – about her own 
position and the power relations inherent in her fieldwork, I found a lot of similarities with 
my own experience, thoughts, and ‘dead ends’: How can research carried out within unequal 
power relations of a ‘First World’ researcher and ‘Third World’ participants ever be rendered 
legitimate? How can I, as an ‘outsider expert’, ever make a valid representation of the voices 
of ‘others’, the ‘insiders’? How can my work with participants be seen as anything but 
                                                 
45 Janet Townsend is a lecturer in Geography at the University of Durham 
(http://www.sas.ac.uk/ilas/hbac14.htm). 
 
Personal fieldwork reflections 
59 
exploitative when I do not give something back to them in return for their stories and time in 
any direct way?  
 
Townsend carried out fieldwork in Colombia and Mexico amongst ‘pioneer women’ in 
farming communities in the rainforest in 1990 and 1991 in cooperation with a group of 
Mexican researchers, which later turned into the book “Women’s voices from the rainforest” 
(1995). Since 1965 she had been involved in research with ‘pioneers’; people trying to make 
farms out of the rainforest in Latin America. The collection of the material for the book began 
in 1984 in Colombia, where she made a questionnaire survey and interviews with a focus on 
the women pioneers (Townsend 1995: 3). In July 1990 she conducted six weeks of fieldwork 
in Mexico, which constitute the main material for the book. The aim of this project was to 
develop with pioneer women some guidelines for women’s grass-roots organisations in areas 
of land settlement in Mexico, and guidelines for planners (Townsend 1995: 4). In a way, this 
makes her fieldwork have a touch of a ‘development intervention’, having ‘planners’ as part 
of the audience of the book. 
She engaged in life story interviews and workshops with women, along with questionnaires 
and unstructured interviews (Townsend 1995: 3, 54). The second part of the Mexico 
fieldwork was conducted from June to August 1991, where the team of researchers spent two 
weeks in each community, in five different states (Townsend 1995: 52). She admits that “(...) 
all the visits were short and no one engaged in participant observation for over a year or more. 
Even the life stories are fragments, told over an hour or two, not built up over a year or more 
as is usual” (Townsend 1995: 11). 
 
In the post-fieldwork reflections, Townsend’s primary questions revolve around the two 
themes: the role of the researcher in relation to the specific fieldwork and in general to 
scientific knowledge production; and the ‘insider / outsider’ position. The essence of the book 
is the difference between ‘outsider’s writings’ - the etic: the analytic, academic ‘expert’; and 
‘insider’s voices’ - the emic: the subject, the personal, the lived experience, raising the 
question: “who is the expert?” (Townsend 1995: 4) and she is very concerned with the 
methodological difficulties of her study. In this way, the book moves from the ‘etic’ to the 
‘emic’, from the outsider’s analysis from outside the system to the insider’s understanding 
from within.  
 
Townsend is very aware of the feminist emphasis on situating knowledge, as argued by 
Haraway in the previous chapter, and she starts out by stating the importance of ‘positioning’ 
herself in relation to the field research (Townsend 1995: 1). The remainder of the book 
displays her very thorough attempt to do this, by constantly making the reader aware of her 
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presence in the text, and even the concluding chapter is named “outsider’s conclusions”. 
Townsend adheres to the idea that power relations should be laid out so they become known 
to the researcher and the audience by means of thorough reflection, in order not to dissemble 
the power involved in research and knowledge production. According to Rose (1997), this 
makes her part of the group of feminists that adhere to ‘transparent reflexivity’, which is 
further manifested in Townsend’s own explanation: “We admit that the knowledge we are 
presenting is incomplete for it is limited by our own personalities, understandings, cultures, 
languages, ethnicities, classes and perhaps even gender (...). We want to situate this 
knowledge, to be explicit about its creation and origins, to be sensitive to the structures of 
power in which we and our subjects are acting” (Townsend 1995: 15). 
 
She is very critical to her own position as ‘the researcher’ and ‘outsider expert’ because of the 
power relations involved. This position is repeatedly manifested in her writings: “But we are 
in many ways outsiders. None of us has ever been a pioneer (...). Nearly all of us live in towns 
and cities. All of us have academic training” (Townsend 1995: 13). “This field research was 
also designed for us, as outsiders, to build up evidence, to carry conviction, to be ‘objective’. 
(...) This was still ‘extractive research’ (...), mining and shaping information and taking it 
away, centralising it for the powerful and the privileged and for the financial profit, the 
careers, of the researchers, the outsiders.” “We remain in command, the authority is ours and 
we must not dissemble this” (Townsend 1995: 9, 11). The picture of ‘Third World women’ 
versus ‘First World women’ criticized by Mohanty (1991) is quite explicitly caricatured here.  
 
Townsend’s rhetoric basically turns her reflections into a question of ‘inside’ or ‘outside’, 
creating a distance, as argued by Rose (1997). The researcher is ‘outside’, the participants are 
‘inside’ and the researcher will never be able to enter the space of the ‘inside’. She will never 
be able to speak with the voice of the ‘insiders’: “The prescriptions just discussed were 
created by us, however hard we tried to listen. (...) We agree far more with each other [in the 
researcher group] over ‘solutions’ than with our subjects” (Townsend 1995: 131). 
  
The reflections on power and positionality in Townsend’s writings have their basis in the 
feminist approaches to fieldwork, as described in chapter 3. She is committed to do research 
for women and about women: “As feminists, we want to represent the lives of pioneer 
women” (Townsend 1995: 14). She is concerned to develop less exploitative and more 
egalitarian relationships in interviewing and creating alliances with participants, and giving 
something back to participants. This was not the case with Townsend’s fieldwork, and based 
on these prescripts she comes to the conclusion that they did not have success with their 
research project, in terms of dealing with ethical questions. Even if they tried to give 
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something back to the participants by e.g. returning reports to the communities and to the 
appropriate ministries and officials, this did not produce any of the results the pioneers 
wanted (Townsend 1995: 9), and she concludes that “we recognize that following these 
feminist precepts may be little more than ‘feel-good’ measures for us” (Townsend 1995: 16). 
Her loss of optimism is underlined by the statements that: “We do not think that people gain 
enough from being interviewed or telling their life stories for these benefits to justify the 
process” and that “We were always conscious of our privilege and power, for, materially and 
personally, we gain so much more then they” (Townsend 1995: 16).  
 
As a reader, you start wondering if Townsend will ever again do research which involves 
fieldwork? It seems like her criteria for success – that is: ethically correct fieldwork – is that 
she should be able to directly change the lives of the participants by giving them something 
very material in return. This could be seen as quite a development interventionist point of 
view, especially when she, as a presumably permanent outsider, also admits that the 
prescriptions for change are created by the researcher group, not the participants. Therefore, if 
any direct change was to occur in participants’ lives this would be by her standards, not theirs. 
 
Her judgement on herself as a powerful, ‘exploiting’ outsider makes her wonder about the 
welcoming attitude of participants: “Why were women and men so willing to talk to 
outsiders, one of them a foreigner?”, and why were women – and even men – so welcoming 
and helpful? (Townsend 1995: 57). She finds her explanation in the outlined positions of 
herself as ‘powerful outsider’ and participants as ‘voiceless insiders’, since rural communities 
are dependent on outsiders for all their services: “We think that we were perceived as an 
opportunity. As educated women, we represented the power elite, outsiders suddenly 
accessible. (...) as outsiders, we were seen as a resource and a way of getting their story told” 
(Townsend 1995: 58). In this regard, her views on power relations soften up since she 
acknowledge the power of the participants to manipulate and exploit too: “... most women 
seek to manipulate the analyst and probably succeed. Both parties have an agenda” 
(Townsend 1995: 17).  
 
The ‘conclusion’ that Townsend ends up with is that: “we have tried to be as clear, as 
transparent as possible about our role, but at best we can only seek to interpret what we think 
we heard and to identify our differences of opinion” (Townsend 1995: 132). She sought 
transparency of power but ended up rather humble about the task. But regarding positionality 
she manifested her role in a very ‘transparent’ and fixed way, as the permanent ‘outside 
expert’. 
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In the end, Townsend must admit her failure of being able to say anything with the ‘insider’s 
voices’, since even the participants’ personal life stories are narrated by and through her. The 
‘outsiders’ remains the ‘experts’ in all the chapters of the book even when attempting to let 
the subjects speak through life stories. The role of the researcher as the ‘expert’ is not 
changeable. The group of researchers cooperating on the project were inherently the 
‘outsiders’ and equality was never really possible: “The transport defines us as in command of 
resources, which is emphasised by our colouring speech, education, extraordinary presence in 
the area and improbable explanation of ourselves.(...) We are well-fed and healthy so that 
even our bodies tell of power and prosperity” (Townsend 1995: 15). 
 
An interesting reflection is that even if the group of researchers had managed to become more 
of an insider to the participants this would not have changed the possibility of exploitation, 
since “... the subjects of research may be even more vulnerable when personal links are 
stronger, for these very links place them at grave risk of manipulation and betrayal: For no 
matter how welcome, even enjoyable, the field-worker’s presence may appear to ‘natives’, 
fieldwork represents an intrusion and intervention into a system of relationships (...) The 
inequality and potential treacherousness of this relationship is inescapable” (Townsend 1995: 
16). Since neither ‘insiderness’ nor ‘outsiderness’ propose a solution for Townsend, she has to 
conclude that she agrees with Linda McDowell (1992: 408) that “The notion of non-
exploitative research relations is a utopian ideal that is receding from our grasp“ (Townsend 
1995: 16). 
 
 
Townsend’s reflections do not help me much further in my own fieldwork reflections the 
ethics involved when doing fieldwork in a ‘Third World’ setting. It does not leave other 
possibilities than accepting that exploitation is an inherent part of fieldwork or refraining from 
doing fieldwork. Regina Scheyvens and Helen Leslie propose another view on the ethics 
involved which draws attention to the positive sides of fieldwork in the ‘Third World’. 
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Shifting the vision 
Regina Scheyvens and Helen Leslie 
 
Regina Scheyvens and Helen Leslie’s46 (2000) article “Gender, Ethics and Empowerment: 
Dilemmas of Development Fieldwork” reflects on the ethical dilemmas in fieldwork, relating 
to power gradients between the researcher and the researched, issues of knowledge 
generation, and ownership and exploitation. They raise the question of the validity and 
effectiveness of what they call ‘cross-cultural’ fieldwork in Third World contexts: Whether or 
not it is appropriate for privileged Western researchers to carry out research outside their own 
cultures? (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 119). Their views on these issues shift the vision from 
the previous feminist accounts, to turn to look at the fieldwork in a positive light and 
emphasising its possible value. 
 
Helen Leslie tells about her own fieldwork experience. She did fieldwork for her Ph.D. in 
Post-Conflict El Salvador focusing on gender and development. She did research on women’s 
experiences of the civil war and the work of a local feminist organisation in assisting women 
to reconstruct their identities through the memories of such experiences. She participated in 
self-help groups facilitated by the organisation and conducted in-depth interviews with 
individual women from the self-help groups. 
 
Leslie had expected her presence to be a hindrance more than of any assistance to the women 
and the organisation, and she felt a bit uneasy that she did not have anything to give back: 
“Before leaving for El Salvador I had read a great deal of literature on feminist research 
methods which often led me to doubt both the appropriateness of my proposed research and 
my own ability to offer something worth-while to participants” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 
125). She even considered cancelling the whole research project. 
What she experienced in El Salvador proved her concerns to be mistaken: “all the women I 
had contact with during the course of my fieldwork were extremely welcoming and happy to 
help me with my research” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 125). When she, after 3 months 
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participation in the self-help group, introduced her intention of doing individual interviews a 
“party atmosphere prevailed as the group participants worked out the logistics of my visits to 
their homes” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 125). The participating women all commented that 
“they found it very special that I had come from so far away to listen to the stories of their 
lives” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 125).  
 
Her conclusion about feminist critique of ‘First World’ researchers and ‘Third World’ 
participants is that “one should not necessarily assume that feminist treatises on the 
exploitative nature of cross cultural research will apply in all contexts and with differing 
research projects” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 125). 
“...the factors most important to my research participants in as far as my being there was 
concerned, had little or nothing to do with my ‘positionality’ but more with my ability to 
engage with and participate in the ‘family’ they had formed through their self-help 
experiences” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 125). Her relation with participants was built, not 
on certain traits placing her somewhere in the power hierarchy, but on personal qualities and 
skills in interpersonal communication.  
 
Scheyvens and Leslie sum up some of the ways proposed to deal with the crisis of legitimacy 
felt by many scholars doing research in Third World settings, which has forced researchers to 
reconsider their role in the research process in ‘Third World’ contexts. 
 
One response has been to continue with development fieldwork, while seeking to redress 
inequities by e.g. sharing authorship with local people or giving them editorial power, as 
proposed by the feminist approaches. However, Scheyvens and Leslie see this as a way of 
“romanticising or privileging Third World knowledge, which does not actually solve the 
ethical problems of cross-cultural research. It rather allows the Western researcher to ignore 
their own responsibilities” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 121-122). 
 
Another approach has been to adopt the relativist perspective privileging the knowledge of 
participants stating that: “only those who are of a particular race or ethnic group can study or 
understand others in a similar situation, or that only those who are women of colour or lesbian 
can generate antiracist or antihomophobic insights” (Wolf 1996: 13). As a response to this, 
Scheyvens and Leslie argue, inspired by Sidaway (1992) that the assumption that supposed 
‘insiders’ have a more appropriate approach to understanding ‘their’ own society is to “fall 
into the fallacy of Third Worldism”. Women in ‘Third World’ countries are not a 
homogeneous category, as argued by Mohanty (1991) and therefore not necessarily more 
‘insiders’ to each others’ lives (as was also the case with ‘First World’ women in England’s 
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and Gilbert’s cases). Scheyvens and Leslie reject the idea that women, whether they are ‘First 
World’ or ‘Third World’, are more insiders to other women’s lives, since: “If we reject 
essentialist notions about the ‘natural’ inferiority of women, then we must also reject 
essentialist notions that it is ‘naturally’ more appropriate for women to study women’s 
situation” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 124). The fact that some feminists encompass the idea 
that women are better suited than men to conduct research with women in some way reinforce 
the (supposedly) oppressive division between men and women, and essentialise the category 
of ‘women’ versus ‘men’. 
 
A third response to the crisis has been to stop doing research in ‘Third World’ settings all 
together, which a disabling relativism might lead to.  
 
However, Scheyvens and Leslie argue that all of the responses to the crisis tend to fail to 
consider the potential value of cross-cultural research, since they only focus on the harmful 
aspects of fieldwork (2000: 122). The tendency to focus on the negative aspects of fieldwork 
is quite prevailing in feminist approaches, as it was in my own case. But I wonder if any 
ethical questions had arisen if I had not seen the negative side of them. Questions most often 
emerge out of the negative experiences we have; we tend to learn through adversity. But 
consideration for the possible positive sides can bring the reflections further. 
 
All the questions and reflections connected to power and positionality involved in fieldwork 
cannot be answered by dichotomies, set categories and standpoints. So many factors affect the 
actual fieldwork, making it a messy and unpredictable process that it cannot fully be 
accounted for or described by categories and dichotomies. “(...) the question of “who speaks 
for whom?” cannot be answered upon the slippery slope of what personal attributes – what 
colour, what gender, what sexuality – legitimize our existence” (Kobayashi 1994: 78). 
 
The personal involvement in fieldwork is a central issue for Scheyvens and Leslie: “Issues 
such as how well informed, how politically aware and how sensitive the researcher is, to the 
topic in question and to the local context, would therefore seem a more pertinent means of 
judging suitability to conduct research with women of the Third World than an essentialising 
characteristic, such as sex or nationality” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 126). This argument 
even applies to research carried out in one’s hometown, as in England’s (1994), Gilbert’s 
(1994) and Katz’ (1994) case.  
 
The benefits for participants should not necessarily be measured in terms of direct changes in 
their lives or material benefits; it should rather be acknowledged that: “Locals remember 
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researchers and ‘learn’ from them through their personal relationships – not their 
monographs” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 129, from Wilson 1992: 189). What is important is 
respect for local people and customs, flexibility in the research design, a sense of humour, and 
a willingness to share one’s own experiences and knowledge with research participants 
(Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 129). 
Ethical questions cannot be narrowed down to whether we should do fieldwork or not, it is a 
matter of how we do it, which is a question of personal involvement, interpersonal 
communication skills and political awareness of the researcher. 
 
Scheyvens and Leslie conclude that to stop doing fieldwork in the ‘Third World’ can 
“seriously undermine the potential for research to broaden our understanding of complex 
development issues” (Scheyvens and Leslie 2000: 128) and they draw on different scholars to 
emphasise this argument: 
”(...) there is much to be gained through cross-cultural exchange, in that structural problems 
between North and South cannot be solved by the South alone” (Shaw 1995: 96).  
“The value of Third World research should be clear for all to see in an interdependent world 
in which rich and poor, rural and urban, formal and informal are the opposite sides of the 
same coin (...)” (Potter 1993: 294). 
 
 
Discussion 
 
These feminist fieldwork experiences and reflections show how different feminist 
geographers have tried to deal with the ethical questions and dilemmas raised by their 
fieldwork. They show the complexity of ethical questions and that these are not easily dealt 
with in practice. The different approaches outlined each instigate new questions. But it shows 
an array of possible ways of reflecting the ethical questions and contributes to an 
understanding of the theoretical notions involved in ‘fieldwork’.  
 
This gives the contour a discussion at two levels: There is the rather practical level where 
feminists have reflected on how to actually approach participants and try to create less 
hierarchical power relations in the direct fieldwork encounter; trying to find solutions to the 
ethical questions. This is the discussion of the methodological part of chapter 3 and feminist 
geographers’ responses to these approaches in this chapter. But then there is the second level 
of reflection which is more abstract, reflecting on the theoretical notions involved in the ethics 
of fieldwork, namely the understanding of ‘the field’, ‘power’, ‘positionality’ and ‘insider / 
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outsider’ relations. It is interesting to note that these reflections do not try to answer the 
ethical questions raised at any direct or practical level, but they rather change the 
understanding of the questions. It is not only a question of e.g. ‘what do I give back to 
participants’ but of how we ‘think’ and understand ‘the field’; what does it mean to be ‘in the 
field’, what kind of power and positionality do we engage in, do the insider and outsider roles 
apply or are we rather in between? This discussion is formed by Haraway’s epistemology and 
the feminist geographers’ spatialised understandings of the field. This discussion develops my 
own understanding of the notions involved in my ethical questions and changes my outlook. 
They make me see from a different perspective and shift my vision. First I will sum up the 
feminist geographer’s reflections and positions on the feminist approaches, before turning to 
the discussion of the influence of a Third World setting on ethics, and last; my gained 
understanding of the theoretical notions implied. 
 
Feminist approaches and ethical questions 
The feminist geographers’ reflections in this chapter have taken them to different positions, 
according to their actual fieldwork experience and their theoretical position. This gives them 
different views on the ethical questions involved, which is also connected to their view of the 
‘prescripts’ of the feminist approaches, as outlined in chapter 3. Townsend (1995) seems to 
accept the ideal of the feminist approaches of doing non-exploitative fieldwork, trying to 
speak as an ‘insider’, giving something back to participants, and situating her knowledge by 
thorough reflection of her experience. She ends up in failure, acknowledging that it was not 
possible to fulfil the feminist ‘prescripts’ in her fieldwork, since she perceives herself as the 
‘permanent outsider’, a role that could not be changed. Rather than criticizing the feminist 
approaches directly, she seems to criticize herself for not being able to follow them. This 
makes her see the ethical questions as insoluble and permanent. Non-exploitative research 
relations are a utopian ideal and participants do not gain enough to justify the process of 
fieldwork.  
 
To some degree, England (1994) is heading towards the same perspectives. Her inability to 
follow the feminist approaches, created by her perception of her permanent status as an 
outsider to the lesbian communities she wanted to study, made her abandon her research 
project. She is locked in a position where no reciprocal relationships or ‘insider’s view’ can 
be gained leaving only asymmetrical and therefore possibly exploitative power relations. She 
accepts the ideal of the feminist approaches and acts accordingly by not doing her research at 
all. But then she turns critical of the feminist approach stating that exploitation, betrayal and 
appropriation are endemic to fieldwork and that feminist methods poses a greater risk to 
participants than use of traditional methods. Furthermore, reflection on power relations will 
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not be of help to the ethical questions, since reflection will not remove the power relations; 
power cannot be ‘shifted over’ to participants. To get out of her locked position she moves to 
another level in her reflections, namely to how she ‘thinks’ fieldwork and ‘the field’, using 
the notion of ‘betweenness’. This also informs my own understanding at an abstract level, 
which I will return to. 
 
Gilbert (1994) is also inspired by the feminist approaches. She did research with women ‘at 
home’, which might grant her with some kind of ‘insider view’. She tried to work with 
participants as ‘collaborators’ and to give something back to them. But she did not gain an 
‘insider’s view’; power differences were still present and she felt discomfort. This did not, 
however, make her abandon her research project or criticize herself. Instead she directs her 
criticism back at feminism arguing that the approaches are not possible follow because some 
of the basic assumptions of the feminist approaches are wrong: The idea that women have an 
‘insider’s view’ to other women, which is based on the false assumption of a universal 
category of ‘women’; and the feminist rejection of the positivist kind of objectivity that she 
argues is ultimately present, which is not necessarily a negative trait. This does not make her 
conclude that we should abandon this kind of fieldwork but that the approaches used should 
be examined. The ethics involved are manageable if we re-examine the approaches. 
 
The political agenda of feminist approaches is the central issue for Katz (1994). By adhering 
to politically committed research, fieldwork can be legitimised. Even though the ethical 
questions are still present, a general political commitment will form a legitimising basis for 
fieldwork. A political commitment calls for an integration of academic research with political 
action research, which places the researcher in a position ‘in between’. Her political 
commitment prevents her from ending up in the disabling question if we should do this kind 
of research at all. Even if Katz has found a general legitimising principle, she still seems to 
need justification on the issue of ‘insiderness’. Her positive confirmation of the question; 
‘couldn’t I do this work on my own block’ shows her concern for her own position as an 
outsider, even though she has a higher political cause to do research for.  
 
Rose (1997) directs her criticism of the feminist approach on the issue of reflexivity. 
Reflection on power relations will not make them known, and feminist’s claims that it is 
possible to be able to gain any ‘full’ understanding through reflection turns their claims into 
‘goddess tricks’, resembling the ‘god trick’ of positivist science. Her suggestion for another 
approach to reflection and thereby to deal with ethical questions is to be concerned with the 
gaps of our knowledge, knowing that we cannot become aware of everything, and that we are 
part of a larger context whose influence does not rest entirely in our hands. 
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Scheyvens and Leslie (2000) shift the vision from the focus on the ethical questions of 
exploitation and betrayal by pointing to the positive sides of fieldwork. They shift from the 
question if it is ethical to do fieldwork and if we should do it at all, and ask instead: Is it 
ethical not to do fieldwork? This question could be asked in all contexts, but they specifically 
point to the setting of a ‘First World’ researcher doing fieldwork in the ‘Third World’. They 
do not recommend abandoning fieldwork since this is necessary for gaining an understanding 
of complex development issues. It is a possibility for learning about others across differences, 
an understanding that, in my opinion, would not be gained if everybody only did research on 
‘their own block’ as hinted by Katz (1994). Doing fieldwork is seen as a possible counter to 
universalistic and ethnocentric views. So even if there are ethical questions involved in 
fieldwork these should not lock us in a position from where we cannot act at all. Ethics is not 
only about possible negative sides; the positive outcomes must be taken into account too. 
They criticize the feminist approaches and their assumptions of failing to consider the 
potential value of fieldwork. They see the assumption of ‘insiderness’ as a sort of prerequisite 
for doing fieldwork as an expression of essentialism and romanticising, which will not solve 
the ethical questions but rather allow researchers to ignore their responsibility. They see the 
idea that fieldwork is inherently ‘exploitative’ as building on the assumption that participants 
– and in a ‘Third World’ setting; ‘Third World women’, have no power. Power relations 
between researcher and participants are not only based on the traits of positionality like social 
status, class, race, age, gender etc., but on qualities such as personal involvement, personal 
communication skills, humour, the researcher’s sensitivity to-, respect for- and understanding 
of the local context and the political commitment of the researcher. 
 
The ‘Third world’ context 
The question whether a ‘Third World’ context influences the ethical questions, is based on the 
assumptions underlying the distinction between the ‘Third World’ and the ‘First World’. It 
can only be answered according to the understandings we have of these two categories as 
distinct. I would like to argue that the idea of a distinction is essentialism, which also 
manifests at the level of actual fieldwork encounters between a ‘First World’ researcher and 
‘Third World’ participants. A central assumption is that the positions and power relationships 
between a ‘First World’ researcher and ‘Third World’ participants build on inherently unequal 
power relations based primarily on race, material wealth and social status. Power hierarchies 
are predetermined, and ‘less’ power is ascribed to the ‘Third World’ participants and ‘more’ 
power is ascribed to the ‘First World’ researcher. But this is a way of essentialising both 
‘Third World women’ and the ‘First World researcher’, by ascribing a ‘full’ identity to each 
of them. Such an essentialising distinction would place more emphasis on the ethical 
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questions, since hierarchical power relations, according feminist approaches, heighten the 
possibility of exploitation and appropriation.  
 
It was the idea of predetermined power hierarchies that troubled me in relation to my stay in 
Thailand, where I encountered ‘rural’ and ‘poor’ women. This made me raise the ethical 
questions: How I could avoid exploitation and what did I have to give back to participants? 
But I must also acknowledge the fact that I did not feel ‘powerful’ during my fieldwork, 
because I could not speak with my own voice and was totally dependent on participants’ 
good-will and information. The reason I could be seen as ‘powerful’ was because of my 
control over the interpretation of their information after I had left the villages and was writing 
my report to the development organisation.  
 
My fieldwork in El Salvador spelled out the idea of the predetermined power relations 
between ‘First World’ researcher and ‘Third World’ participants as a false assumption, since 
our participants were well-educated urban women. Here, the ‘Third World’ context was not 
an issue of concern in relation to ethical questions. It was more a question of our (lack of) 
political commitment as researchers versus their very articulate political agenda, and – like in 
Thailand – it was a question of the validity and legitimacy of our interpretation of the 
information given. 
 
The examples I have presented of fieldwork in a ‘Third World’ setting point to the somewhat 
blurry boundaries between the ‘First’ and the ‘Third’ world. They draw a picture of ‘Third 
World women’ as ranging from rather ‘powerless victims’ in Townsend’s (1995) narration – 
with herself in the role of ‘powerful outsider’ – to ‘powerful, active and resolute’ in Leslie’s 
(2000) narration. Gilbert’s (1994) story seemed to confirm the ‘Third World women’ that she 
interviewed as different from herself, even in a ‘First World’ setting – but then again; she also 
interviewed Anglo low-income working women to whom she also felt a difference in power 
relations. England (1994) did not involve ‘Third World women’ but her story shows that she 
felt as much a distance to her ‘First World women’ participants because of their difference in 
sexuality and that this did not lessen the ethical questions.  
The idea that fieldwork between ‘First World’ researcher and ‘Third World’ participants is 
necessarily exploitative, heightening the focus on ethical questions, is argued against by 
Scheyvens and Leslie (2000) saying that it cannot be applied in all contexts. Along with Katz 
– and Haraway – they point to the importance of the personal involvement and political 
commitment of the researcher, connecting position – not to some rather ‘physical’ features or 
‘full identities’ of race, class, nationality etc. – but to the person behind these features; to the 
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eyes that see, an embodied vision. This can be a basis from where to legitimise fieldwork and 
knowledge claims – and from where to act ethically. 
  
The abstract level of theoretical notions 
 
Turning to the abstract level of my understandings of theoretical notions, I will now let my 
reflections take off from the inspiration I have gained from the feminist geographers and 
Donna Haraway. The theoretical reflections of the feminist geographers have emerged from 
the practical level of their experiences ‘in the field’, like my own. But their theoretical notions 
of ‘the field’, and the involved notions of ‘power’, ‘positionality’ and ‘insider / outsider’ 
relations, develop their understandings so they move to another level in their reflections. This 
has made me change my outlook from where I set out, directing my reflections towards 
another, very abstract level of understanding. These are my interpretations of their views for 
which I must be responsible. This is the outlook they impart to me.  
 
It seems to me that the reason I got ‘stuck’ in my reflections and dealings with ethical 
questions was because no new perspectives came in, I did not let my presumptions be 
challenged and no new understanding was gained. I also see this as part of the explanation of 
Townsend’s frustration and the reason England had to abandon her research project all 
together. Very fixed notions of power and positionality and set categories of ‘insider’ and 
‘outsider’ roles seem to limit the mindset and thereby the possibilities of acting. On this issue, 
Haraway’s notions of the unfixed and active subject have been a great inspiration, since this 
leads to much more flexible understandings and blurry borders. It is this unfixed subject that 
holds the promise of active change in a world where we are not in final control. ‘There are 
always more things going on than you thought’. You have to develop your perspectives and 
never just stay in one position – you have to move with the world. 
 
Katz’s notions of ‘the field’ have inspired me on how to view ‘the fields’ I operate in. ‘The 
field’ is not a place or location that I enter when ‘going on fieldwork’; it is a social terrain that 
I am always present in. I am always everywhere in the field. I move about in different fields 
as a multiply positioned actor, and therefore I am always in spaces of ‘betweenness’. The 
boundaries drawn to outline a ‘field’ are inherently artificial, but they are part of our way of 
giving meaning to the world to tell our partial stories – and to be able to act. In this regard, 
Haraway adds that boundaries materialize in social interaction between multiply positioned 
actors and therefore boundaries are not fixed. They shift and ‘objects’ cannot be seen as pre-
existing. The same could be said about our construction of the categories through which we 
view and understand the world. Katz stress that we need to inhabit the unstable spaces of 
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betweenness from where we must engage in displacements in order to act politically and 
critically. We are not fixed and this makes us able to see from another view, to shift our 
vision, to be critically – and be able to act by taking on a political commitment and 
responsibility. A position that we must be accountable for, and which must be situated and 
embodied – connected to the vision of the eyes that see. We can only make partial and non-
innocent claims to knowledge and we have to ‘take risks’. This is the only thing we can do. 
We cannot come to know everything through reflection. As Rose argues, power relations 
cannot become known, since power cannot be viewed from a detached position where the 
researcher is hovering above the landscapes of power. We are always everywhere in the field. 
 
Power and positionality are negotiated all the time in the ‘power-charged social relations of 
‘conversation’’. The negotiation takes place in an ongoing dialogue between the active agents 
who can change their position since they are inherently unfixed, split and contradictory. They 
are never just a ‘screen’ on which power can be imposed. Power and positionality is never 
just something we ‘have’ – it is negotiated all the time. Any ‘full’ identity should not be 
ascribed to the subject, since this is only an expression of a search for a fetishized ‘perfect’ 
subject, drawn by our artificial borders. Therefore there is nothing to be an ‘insider’ to: We 
can never be in the ‘same’ position as others, since this would demand the ascription of a 
‘full’ identity to identify with. We are not immediately present to ourselves and in the most 
radical interpretation this means that there is nothing to be an ‘insider’ to. Are we even 
‘insiders’ to ourselves? We are never ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’ in any absolute sense.  
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Chapter 5 
Concluding discussion 
 
 
Arriving at the end of my narrative and the journey that began in Thailand and El Salvador, I 
am now left at the transit stop, collecting the gallery of images I have encountered in my 
reflections. I should make conclusions about the knowledge I claim to hold. Through 
reflection I have searched for approaches to deal with the ethical questions raised by my 
fieldwork experiences, knowing that reflection will not impart me to any ‘truth’ and that 
reflections can never make everything known to me. My reflection of my own experience in 
the narratives and accounts of the feminist geographers, Donna Haraway and David Mosse 
has shown the complexity of the issues involved in my reflections. Dealing with ethics seems 
to instigate more questions than it solves, and dealing with the notion of ‘fieldwork’ or ‘the 
field’ in itself opens to an array of questions, interpretations and understandings. I have let 
myself be inspired by the accounts I have read. My choices have directed my vision towards 
my present partial knowledge. The experience of my knowledge as partial and the complexity 
of the issues raised, make me unsure of what I actually know. And that is not a bad 
acknowledgement at all.  
 
However, my vision has changed; developed and inspired by the theoretical understandings of 
the scholars chosen. I started out in chapter 1 from the ethical questions that had been raised 
by my fieldwork experience. At the epistemological level I asked how I could make 
legitimate and valid knowledge claims made about other people’s lives? At a methodological 
level I wondered how the possible exploitation of participants in fieldwork could be avoided; 
and what fieldwork participants are given in return? This practical experience was the starting 
point for my theoretical reflections leading to the main analytical questions:  
What approaches to fieldwork have feminists proposed to deal with the ethical questions 
raised by fieldwork? How do their theoretical understandings inform my own reflections?  
These questions were reflected in the contributions of feminist geographers and the 
epistemological writings of Donna Haraway in chapter 3 and 4. Regarding the development of 
my own reflections it seems like the fixed categories I would like to conclude from keeps 
merging into new forms in the spaces of my mind, inspired in the ongoing dialogue in the 
‘fields’ I am always present in. 
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An elaborating question dealing with the context I had found myself in during my fieldwork 
asked: 
How do a ‘Third World’ setting and the context of a ‘development intervention’ influence the 
ethical questions raised by fieldwork?  
The personal fieldwork experiences of feminist geographers showed me some different 
perspectives on the issue of a ‘Third World’ setting, and the involved relations of ‘First 
World’ and ‘Third World’ women. The reflections of David Mosse gave me some insights on 
the issue of a ‘development intervention’ in chapter 2.  
 
David Mosse’s demonstration of workings of a development intervention called attention to 
the ethics involved. My own vision of my fieldwork with the development organisation in 
Thailand seen through his lens, revealed my role during my fieldwork as very political. The 
knowledge I produced served to sustain the ‘project narrative’ and my interpretations of my 
data were categorised under the headlines of ambiguous concepts from the project’s ‘gender 
component’, like ‘women’s participation’ and ‘empowerment’. This interpretation of what I 
found in the villages during my short stays would serve to ‘prove’ a non-existent link between 
project policy and practice. I produced comprehensible, useful and practical knowledge to 
support the policy framework, which would legitimise the project and mobilise political and 
financial support from donors. These are the conditions for development interventions if they 
are meant to ‘work’ and become ‘successful’.  
 
The framework of the development intervention seemed to predetermine my role and fixing 
my position as resembling that of the ‘outsider expert’, a role that appeared as difficult to 
change. But even so, Mosse stressed that power relations are still negotiated at all levels, also 
with participants, reinstating the ‘complex agency of actors’. Development schemes cannot be 
imposed but are the result of collaboration and compromise between all parties involved. In 
the villages I did not feel ‘powerful’ because of my total dependence on other people’s 
goodwill and information. The ‘power’ I did feel was in the process of interpretation when 
writing my report, doing politically committed work for the development organisation. 
Considering the ethics involved, I should at least be aware of the political part that I play in 
this framework and from there determine whether I find it ethical to do this kind of fieldwork 
versus if I find it ethical not to. I must consider if this is the kind of political commitment I 
want to make, as the basis for my dealing with the ethics involved. 
 
 
The feminist approaches, as presented by the feminist geographers and Donna Haraway, 
moved to the general questions of doing fieldwork as part of ‘scientific’ research setting. 
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However, arguments were made that this setting was only artificially marked by borders and 
that ‘the fields’ one operated in were diverse. Demands were heard for a greater integration of 
academic research with action research to be able to act politically, following a feminist 
political agenda of emancipation, social justice and giving voice to ‘subjugated knowledges’.  
 
The approaches described in chapter 3 promoted reflexivity as a strategy of becoming aware 
of involved relations of power and marking knowledge as situated to take responsibility for 
one’s knowledge claims. A mean proposed to avoid the possible exploitation of participants in 
actual fieldwork situations was to adopt the role as supplicant, presumably creating a less 
hierarchical and open dialogue between researcher and participants, by ‘shifting’ power over 
to participants. The equal relationship between researcher and participants was seen as more 
easily obtainable if the researcher had a ‘shared position’ with participants; the role of an 
‘insider’. ‘Women’-researchers were seen as having a shared position as ‘insiders’ with 
‘women’-participants, creating a possibility of getting an ‘insider’s view’ of other women’s 
lives. 
 
These ‘prescribed’ approaches were attempted and reflected by the feminist geographers 
through their own fieldwork experiences, leading to open criticism of either themselves for 
not being able to follow the prescripts; or of the assumptions of the feminist approaches. The 
idea that reflexivity would make power relations known was criticized by Rose (1997) for 
creating a ‘goddess trick’ similar to the ‘god trick’ of positivist science, assuming that 
researcher could view the research process from a ‘detached’ position, where everything 
would become known. Reflections on power relations would not be able to change them and 
power could not be ‘shifted over’ to participants, according to England (1994). The necessity 
of a ‘shared position’ of researcher and participants as ‘insiders’ was questioned by 
Scheyvens and Leslie (2000) stating that ‘insiderness’, as a sort of prerequisite for doing 
fieldwork, was an expression of essentialism and romanticising, which could even allow for 
the researcher to ignore their responsibility. Gilbert (1994) stresses that the idea of ‘women’ 
as being ‘insiders’ to each others’ lives is based on the false assumption of a universal 
category of ‘women’ – a category of shared values and qualities which feminism itself has 
fought against. The examples of Townsend (1995), England (1994) and Gilbert (1994) all 
demonstrate that the shared position as ‘women’ did not grant them with any ‘insider’s view’, 
regardless of the fieldwork setting as ‘First World’ or ‘Third World’.  
 
Finally, the idea that fieldwork is ‘exploitative’ fails to consider the positive sides of 
fieldwork, according to Scheyvens and Leslie (2000). The ‘exploitative’ nature of fieldwork is 
further criticized for building on an assumption that participants are ‘victims’ with no power, 
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a perspective which is further emphasised in relations of ‘First World’ researchers towards the 
essentialised ‘Third World women’, as argued by Mohanty (1991). The distinction between 
the ‘First World’ researcher and ‘Third World’ participants can be seen as based on the same 
essentialising assumptions underlying the notion of ‘Third World women’. This builds on an 
assumption of predetermined fixed power hierarchies in which ‘less’ power is ascribed to the 
‘Third World’ participants and ‘more’ power is ascribed to the ‘First World’ researcher. Such 
an essentialising distinction would place more emphasis on the ethical questions, since 
hierarchical power relations heighten the possibility of exploitation and appropriation, within 
this understanding. However, the narratives of the feminist geographers in a ‘Third World’ 
setting point to the somewhat blurry boundaries between the ‘First’ and the ‘Third’ world. 
Scheyvens and Leslie (2000) argue that the rather essentialised understanding cannot be 
applied in all contexts, as shown by Leslie’s and my own example from El Salvador. As a 
counter to an essentialised understanding, I see Katz (1994), Haraway (1988) and Scheyvens 
and Leslie (2000) as pointing towards a more flexible understanding of power and 
positionality, emphasising the importance of the personal involvement and political 
commitment of the researcher.  
 
I found that my own questions of “how can the possible exploitation of participants in 
fieldwork be avoided” and “what are fieldwork participants given in return” were reflected in 
the criticized assumptions of the feminist approaches and therefore I came to look at my own 
questions critically instead of continuing my search for their possible solutions at any 
practical level. Both questions assumed predetermined power relations: ‘Exploitation’ 
indicated an understanding of participants as ‘victims’ with no power, and that I held power 
over something I could ‘give’ them. This understanding deals with very fixed notions of 
power and positionality, which were the understandings I started out with in chapter 1. Now I 
adhere to much more flexible notions which might better capture the complexity and 
‘messiness’ of the social world, as experienced in my fieldwork.  
 
 
The theoretical understandings of Donna Haraway and the feminist geographers, mainly Cindi 
Katz and Gillian Rose, have inspired my reflections at an abstract level, involving the notions 
of ‘the field’, ‘power’, ‘positionality’, and ‘insider / outsider’ relations. These are built on 
spatial understandings of the field. ‘The field’ is perceived as social terrains that I am always 
present in. The boundaries drawn to outline a ‘field’ are inherently artificial, but they are part 
of our way of giving meaning to the world to tell our partial stories and to be able to act. I 
move about in different fields as a multiply positioned actor, and therefore I am always in 
spaces of ‘betweenness’, always negotiating roles of insider and outsider. Therefore, we are 
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never ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’ in any absolute sense. Power and positionality cannot be seen 
as something we ‘have’, since relations of power and positionality are negotiated all the time 
in ‘power-charged social relations of ‘conversation’’. The negotiation takes place in an 
ongoing dialogue between the active agents who are inherently unfixed, ‘split and 
contradictory’. We are not fixed and this makes us able to see from another view, to shift our 
vision, and be able to act by taking on a political commitment and responsibility. A position 
that we must be accountable for, and which must be situated and embodied – connected to the 
vision of the eyes that see. We can only speak from where we stand, and make partial and 
‘non-innocent’ claims to knowledge. We have to ‘take risks’ in a world where we are 
‘permanently mortal’ and not in ‘final’ control. 
 
 
Haraway has been a great inspiration for me, as is evident from my view described above. Her 
style of writing her scientific work is quite literary, using layered meanings. In her own 
words, the literary writing style is her way of deconstructing the scientific fixing of meaning 
in set categories, and thereby illustrating her tenet about ‘scientific practice’ as a ‘story-telling 
practice’. In science we apply certain kind of names, classifications and categorisations to 
describe the complexity of the world. About this problem of fixing meaning in categories, 
Haraway states that “(...) as soon as you name something and believe in a name, there is an 
act of idolatry involved (...); the idea that if you seriously are trying to deal with something 
that is infinite, you should not attach a noun to it, because then you have fixed and set limits 
to that which is limitless” (Haraway in Lykke et al. 2000b: 54). Categories mean that we will 
always be reducing the meaning of the phenomenon that we are trying to understand and only 
gain a partial understanding. Therefore categories can always be challenged and changed. 
They are not frozen, and in Haraway’s words:  
“The world is more lively than that, including us, and there are always more things going on 
than you thought; maybe less than there should be, but more than you thought!” (Haraway in 
Lykke et al. 2000b: 55). 
 
Categories are not fixed and subjects are not fixed. This is the point from where we are able to 
act, by choosing our political commitments and take responsibility for our actions and claims 
of knowledge. This is also our basis for acting ethically, that is; being responsible towards 
others. Everything cannot become known to us – but we must act on the basis of the 
knowledge we claim to hold, and choose the political commitment we want to make, as the 
basis for our choices in the ongoing dialogue with the world. 
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Dansk resumé 
 
 
Udgangspunktet for dette speciale var mine feltarbejdsoplevelser i henholdsvis Thailand og El 
Salvador, hvor jeg udførte feltarbejde hos henholdsvis en udviklingsorganisation i forbindelse 
med et praktikophold; og en kvindeorganisation som en del af mine universitetsstudier. I form 
af et personligt narrativ følger specialet mine refleksioner fra det konkrete niveau med mit 
møde med feltarbejdsdeltagere, over i min spejling af mine refleksioner i personlige narrativer 
af feministiske geografer, indenfor Donna Haraways epistemologiske forståelsesramme. Mine 
refleksioner udvikler sig i teoretiske diskussioner med de udvalgte tekster og skifter kurs til et 
mere abstrakt forståelsesniveau af de involverede teoretiske begreber: ’Felten’, ’magt’, 
’positionalitet’ og roller som ’indenforstående’ og ’udenforstående’. 
 
Mine feltarbejdsoplevelser fik mig til at rejse det analytiske spørgsmål: Hvilke tilgange til 
feltarbejde har feminister fremsat for at tage hensyn til de etiske spørgsmål i feltarbejde? 
Hvordan bidrager deres teoretiske forståelser til mine egne refleksioner? 
For at forholde mig til min konkrete feltarbejdskontekst stillede jeg yderligere spørgsmålet: 
Hvordan påvirker rammerne af en ’Tredje Verdens’ kontekst og en udviklings-intervention de 
etiske spørgsmål i feltarbejde? Dette spørgsmål blev undersøgt ved brug af David Mosses 
udviklingsetnografi, der udforskede den fortolkende rolle ’udviklingseksperten’ tilskrives for 
at give sammenhæng og dermed politisk opbakning til udviklingsprojekter. 
 
Min undersøgelse af feministiske tilgange begyndte i tilgange, der foreskriver brugen af 
refleksion som en måde at blive bevidst om magtrelationer; skabelsen af mindre hierarkiske 
magtrelationer gennem forskerens rolle som supplikant; og opnåelsen af en indforståethed 
med forskningsdeltagere gennem deres fælles position som ’kvinder’. Feministiske geografers 
kritik af disse og deres rumlige forståelser af ’felten’, samt Donna Haraways forståelser af 
vidensproduktion og subjektet, ledte mig videre til en teoretisk forståelse som også ændrede 
mit syn på de spørgsmål jeg stillede. Mit nye udgangspunkt blev en opfattelse af ’felten’ som 
et socialt terræn jeg altid opererer i. Grænsedragningen mellem forskellige ’felter’ er kunstigt 
skabte og er altid udtryk for en forhandling mellem multidimensionelle subjekter, hvor magt 
relationer, positioner og roller som indenfor- eller udenforstående forhandles i en vedvarende 
dialog. Derfor opererer vi altid i rum der ligger imellem; imellem det kendte og det ukendte, 
aldrig i fastdefinerede rum, men imellem rum. Til min forståelse af vidensproduktionen bidrog 
Haraway med sit krav om at vidensudsagn placeres; som kropsligt forankrede, forbundet med 
øjnenes partielle udsyn, et udsyn vidensproducenten kan drages til ansvar for.  
 
Det er fra de mellemrum vi opererer i, som multidimensionelle subjekter, at vi må beslutte os 
– og tage ansvar – for vores politiske engagement for derfra at kunne handle. Dette er også 
vores grundlag for at kunne handle etisk. 
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